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THE DAVID FRIEDMAN MEMORIAL AWARD
The David Friedman Award offers a cash prize to the best story or essay
published in Hair Trigger each year. Our thanks go to David Friedman's
family, who established this fund in fall 2002 as a memorial to their son ,
a talented writer and painter, as well as an alumnus of Columbia College
Chicago and a great friend to the English & Creative Writing DepartmentFiction Program's students and faculty.

Congratulations to Matt Hawkins for his story, "Fragile Bones," the 2018
winner of the David Friedman Memorial Award.

Letter from the Faculty
Advising Editor
THE FICTION WRITING PR OGRAM OF THE ENGLISH & CREATIVE WRITING
Department at Columbia College Chicago is pleased to bring you the fortieth edition
of Hair Trigger, our annual anthology of student prose writing. The collection of stories
are among the strongest writing produced in Story Workshop® and other writing
classes , in both the undergraduate and graduate programs , and showcases the diverse
voices, subject matters, and varied narrative styles that are the signature of our writing
community.
This edition of Hair Trigger commemorates forty years of excellence. Since
its early publications, Hair Trigger has received national critical acclaim in the form
of first and second place prizes in competitions from some of the most prestigious
organizations in the industry, including: The Association of Writers and Writing
Programs, The Coordinating Council of Literary Magazines, and the Co lumbia University
Scholastic Press Association.
Hair Trigger submissions number in the hundreds. An exhaustive and rigorous se lection process is used with Hair Trigger to ensure that no excellent storywhatever the voice , subject, or approach-will be overlooked. Our appreciation goes
to the student editors, chosen for their own ability as writers and readers, who
work t ire lessly to ensure the highest qua lit y of this literary journa l. Th e acquisition
editors are charged with the task of closely reading and evaluating each story;
all of which help to comprise a col lection that reflects the broad range of writing
creativity in our workshops and meet the anthology's standard of excellence.
Respect for the writer, content, form , point of view, language, and vividness of telling
characterize the selections printed in this vo lu me. With the selections made , the
Hair Trigger product ion editors assume the work of proofreading, copyediting, and
composing the na rrative arc of the anthology. Their process involves co llaborating
with the contributing writers to realize the fullest potential of each manuscript, while
honoring authorial intent, voice, and overall impact.
It is the editing teams' diligence that has helped to define the distinction of
Hair Trigger, and the decades of hard work by our student writers whose stories have
given the anthology its ranking status. Hair Trigger's history has enjoyed hundreds
of individual awards for noteworthy student submissions-stories that have regularly

11

claimed first, second, and third place, and honorable mentions in the aforementioned national competitions. These writers and their stories that are imaginative,
sometimes unsettling, sometimes funny, and always memorable, represent the heart
of Story Workshop® methodology. They are products of the "dynamic classroom," as
the late John Schultz referred to it-the space wherein the engagement of every
student in abstract word exercises becomes guided forays into the student writer's
imagination. The dynamic classroom is very theatrical in how it approaches the
activity of writing: the act of telling what one sees in his imagination, and creating
art in the moment.
Legend has it that the origin of John's pedagogical approach to the teaching
of writing was inspired by his mother's artwork. He was struck by its liveliness and
its varied, vibrant colorfulness. He wondered about her artistic inspiration and its
connection to her other passion: teaching. John decided to observe his mother's
second grade classroom where he saw every student engaged in every activity; there
was no passive action, even during the quieter moments, she would go from chair to
chair for individualized attention. Like so, John would originate the Story Workshop®
approach to the teaching of writing. He spoke of the all-at-once activity of the writing
dynamic, replicated by how the classroom is run-a place where anything can happen
imaginatively and students and teachers are responding to it.
It is only fitting then that Hair Trigger 40 celebrates its seminal success with
special features: "Morgan," an excerpt of a story written by John Schultz; a section
that revisits some of the first place award-winning stories that gave the journal
its marks of distinction; excerpts from the current works of Hair Trigger alumni
who have gone on to garner critical acclaim for their novels; in the words of John ,
himself, excerpts from his essays on teaching and writing; and finally, a special
tribute section to John Schultz from the Fiction faculty in the English & Creative
Writing Department.
A publication of this scope and merit relies on the support of many people.
Thanks to the entire faculty of the English & Creative Writing Department ,
particularly those of the Fiction Writing Program who inspire and nurture the talents
of our students, and help them to write the amazing stories that have crafted the
Hair Trigger tradition. Particular thanks must go to Cora Jacobs, Managing Editor
for Hair Trigger, for her stellar service and commitment to the highest quality of
work on the journal. We are grateful to the members of Columbia College Chicago's
administration who continue to support this award-winning journal: Dr. Kwang-Wu
Kim, President and CEO; Dr. Stanley Wearden , Senior Vice President and Provost;
and Ken Daley, Chair of the English & Creative Writing Department . And most
certainly, our audience deserves many thanks for joining our salute to Hair Trigger
40. We ce rtainly hope you will find the stories-and memories-enjoyable!

Alexis Pride
Faculty Editor
Associate Professor
English & Creative Writing Department
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Morgan

(excerpt)

John Schultz

SFC LEWIS MORGAN, WHO HAD A REP AS THE BEST MESS SERGEANT IN
the KComZ, always played a game in the streets of Pusan to see just how close he
could nip the foot-traffic with the fender of his jeep. He managed at last to kill a gook,
a baby boy slung on the small of its mother's back. "Shit, boysan," one of Morgan's
buddies said, late the next day, after all hell broke loose around the headquarters
compound of the 68 th Engineers, "she'd a froze to death long before this if the
American Army wasn't here. Why, you better motherfuckin' believe it, sarge." Morgan
himself never said so much. His glasses flashed as he looked up at his buddy and
his smile was meant to please and threaten. His smile was straight as the side of his
hand. He went back to planning menus, sitting alone at a table in the middle of the
empty messhall, while his buddy shuffled uncomfortably away. Morgan had a black
belt in judo, and it put a stamp of license on anything he did . Gls went out of their way
to visit friends in the 68 t h so they cou ld eat in Morgan's messhall, where the food was
good and everything was clean.
In the streets, people tumbled to get out of his way, and heavy bundles rolled
and spilled apart. Morgan particularly enjoyed two things, the steep, narrow streets
where he could make a man jump for his life, spread out flat and quivering against
a wall as the jeep whipped by. And the other was the spider-men. These were men
with no legs, amputees at the hip, who walked by swinging their torsos between
their arms. They used thick gloves on their hands and their torsos were padded at
the bottom . They were always black with filth, and you could not tell their skin from
their clothing . With incredible agility they darted in front of vehicles, among people's
legs, everywhere. Morgan swerved his jeep and tried to tick the spider-men so they
would lose their remarkable control and fall over in the street. More than once, in his
rearview mirror, he saw people helping one of the spider-men get his arms and torso
into position again , though usually they were quite able to do it themselves. "Jee-ee-e-sus, Christ," buddies riding with Morgan would hiss and holler, scared and glad
he'd done it. "Whooo-eeeee, look at old mama-san go ." If it were a couple of whores
in Western dress he would send them scurrying off the road, stop the jeep abruptly,
back up, smile at them, and the jo-sans might tell him off in the finest pidgin cussing
and even then end up climbing into his jeep . He loved to drive with a whore sucking
him off, and grin at the people in the streets who couldn't help but see it.
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He was alone in the jeep jouncing off the bridge between Yong Do Island and
the mainland city when he bumped the woman. He had just done the business that
he did every week selling extra meat in the black market. It was in the first traffic
circle on the mainland side of the bridge that he veered toward the woman with the
baby slung in the small of her back . Morgan was zeroed into his game staring through
the windshield at the baby's head nodding out of the shawl, its wide dark eyes looking
back at the jeep's fender as the woman plunged to get away. When he saw the catch
of her body, her foot slipped on some filth, his split-second timing was destroyed. And
yet it was as if it consummated something, as if to make a mistake was to know that
he was playing the game as closely as possible. The jeep's right fender hit the baby
on her back. She rolled on the street in baggy, ballooning pants that were made out
of a dark green American OD blanket. She screamed and then screams came from
everywhere. He saw the legs of people running up around her. Morgan, not even
knowing if she or the baby were hurt, shifted down to second and roared away in a
jerk of speed, permitting himself only a tight grin and breathing between his teeth as
he looked in the rearview mirror at a gook in dirty white clothing running as hard as
he could after the jeep for nearly two blocks.
The next day Berens discovered that there was something for which Morgan ought to
be held to account. It began in the middle of the morning.
PFC Levin, who had just come on duty in the guard shack at the gate, hardly
noticed a few Korean men craning around in the street. They were joined by more men
and women, all looking at the 68th's compound with unusual energy and frankness,
and then a mob was blocking traffic and pressing toward the compound gate itself,
in a sudden chanting roar. Levin stammered between using his M-1 and the phone
in the guard shack and then just yelled out for help and stacked himself behind the
white bar of the gate swinging his M-1 back and forth at the avalanche of people that
seemed mostly eyes and mouths and fists. He forgot the Korean word for halt, and
was screaming in English, pointing his M-1 at a woman in the lead, with a masked
look on her face, clean and pale about the eyes from weeping, and muddy on the
cheeks. She was carrying a bundle in her arms and pressing one end of it to her
breast. There was fury in her face and voice. It was the righteousness of her fury that
addled Levin, a righteousness that came out of her in a sort of shock wave, out of
her rags and the baggy pants made from an OD blanket. Then there was the moment
when he should have been overwhelmed and he was fighting to wake up as if from
a nightmare. He realized that a Korean man, in a white shirt, a dirty white American
shirt, was holding his arm in the air to signal the crowd to pause and was trying to
get Levin's attention across the white bar in broken, but understandable English. The
man said they didn't want the PFC, they wanted the Mess Sergeant.
"Morgan," the mob was chanting, "Morgan."
Without even being shown what was in the bundle in the woman's arms, PFC
Levin understood what had happened the day before. "Morgan," he said, as if he were
speaking to a stone in a dream. "Ne . Morgan," the man in the white shirt said. Then
the man in the white shirt was looking past the PFC into the compound with a wry sort
of smile. There were rapid sounds of boots on cinders and then helmeted soldiers
with bayonets fixed on their M-1s stretched in a crescent before the white bar of the
gate, with First Lieutenant Weems on one end with Pong Nam to act as interpreter,
and First Sergeant Cummings, a veteran of forty-five years in the Army, a head taller
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than anyone else, on the other. The helmeted line leaned toward the mass of Koreans
on the other side of the gate and the sun glittered on the bayonets, as upon water.
Levin heard himself ordered to get a bayonet on his weapon and fall in line.
First Lieutenant Weems kept the .45 in his right hand pointing high over the
mob, whose shouting was sledgehammering his ears . Tall, gangly, he rigidly took a
breath and stepped up to the gate. Pong Nam was beside him, in blue silk pants and
embroidered jacket, no parasol, but langorous even now, so deliberately and gallantly
queer that he put himself beyond anybody's retribution. Pong Nam addressed the
man in the white American shirt. With a heaving motion of her arms above the white
bar, the woman pleaded with the Lieutenant to look into the bundle.
The Lieutenant asked, "What do they want?"
"They want Sergeant Morgan, sir," Pong Nam said .
"What for?"
Pong Nam shrugged and smiled, briefly. "They want to kill him."
"Tell them it was an accident."
"They say it no accident."
Lieutenant Weems listened to his interpreter translating the demands of the
mob. They wanted an eye for an eye. They wanted Mess Sergeant Morgan. They
wanted him delivered into their hands right now. They knew the 68th by reading the
bumper markings on Morgan's jeep at the scene in the first traffic ci rcle . They knew
him by rank, by name, and by job. Later in the day Lieutenant Weems came to the
sudden understanding that someone who worked on the compound had informed
these peop le. "Well," the Lieutenant said, "you'll have to tell them that they just can't
have him. If there is any justice to be done, it will be done by a military court. Now
there are ways-"
Pong Nam was blandly delivering this reply to the man in the white shirt
who already understood and was saying it in Korean over his shoulder, harshly,
sarcastically, to the nearest faces. The woman screamed. The crowd tightened
toward the gate . Sergeant Cummings, at the other end of the line, whispered sharp,
fast commands . The soldiers stepped back tensely, stepped forward, stepped back,
pulsed with the movement of the crowd, and with their bayonets almost tickled the
pressure in the air. The weight of the people behind the man in the white shirt pushed
him hard against the gate bar and nearly bent his chest upon the bayonets . He was
looking beh ind the rifles into the eyes under the helmets and then tore his shirt apart
with both hands, baring his brown chest. "Kill me. Also kill me."
Weems interjected himself between the bayonets and the man. "Are you the
husband, the father? Who are you?"
"He is friend," Pong Nam said.
The last thing Weems wanted was trouble. He had been the executive officer
of a cartography section in the Pentagon before he was transferred to Korea. Maps
were his career and maps were his delight, and his main wish was to finish his tour of
duty in Korea as simply as possible and get back among maps again. His wrist ached
and was chill from holding the .45 pointed up. He let it down by his side. "Now, look
here, wait a minute," he said. He tried to tel I the man in the white shirt that there were
ways, legal ways, that they could make their complaint and see justice done.
"No work-ee," the man said.
The foremost demonstrators were jammed against the gate. The woman's
thighs were forced against the bar and the pain of it showed in her face as she stopped
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over and said, in demanding agony, "GI meeta meeta, meeta meeta," meaning look,
look. She was trying to display the bundle to the soldiers who, out from under their
helmets, stared past the tips of bayonets, at eyes and faces in the crowd. "They want
sergeant," Pong Nam said.
"Sergeant hav-a-no," the Li eutenant said .
Then,
"She can get a indemnity, sir."
It was First Sergeant Cummings who spoke, a sixty-four-year-old man, tall,
lean , his cheeks dry and grey as emery cloth, with the slumped shoulders of a tall
man shaped forever by the trenches in France in WW1. He was the one who kept the
right taut distance swaying between the line of bayonets and the pressing people,
close enough to threaten, not so far away as to suggest license but enough away
to appease . Morgan played his game driving in the streets, Berens played his game
doctoring Koreans, and Cummings was the virtual support of an orphanage . He had no
love for Morgan but he bided his time. He saw that Lieutenant Weems wasn't hearing
the chant of the crowd. The Koreans of the street were roaring for Morgan. Cum min gs
gave Morgan's messhall a surprise sanitation inspection two or three times a month
and always managed to find behind the leg of a refrigerator or somewhere, a small
gob of mess. Rather than be gigged for it, Morgan kept food going from his private
trade into Cummings' orphanage . Weekly, Cummings took a three-quarter truck and
bought a huge bag of rice for his kids . When his men came back with pheasant,
duck, and even deer from hunting in the Korean countryside, he shamed them out
of some of the game, for his orphans. He won the hateful respect of his men at every
morning's calisthenics when he did all that they did. If he punished a man with 75
pushups, Cummings was stretched out on the ground, facing him, doing them too.
He was always practical.
"She can get a indemnity," he said.
"Speak as the sergeant says," Lieutenant Weems said to the resplendent
Pong Nam. "Tell them that anybody killed or injured in an accident with an American
vehicle can apply for an indemnity. They always get it. About six hundred dollars . Tell
her we are very, very sorry." He said it firmly.
Pong Nam, with little shrugs, spoke to the man in the white shirt.
The woman screamed.
"Taksan hwan, mama-san," the Lieutenant said.
The man was more sarcastic than ever." Taksan," he shouted at Weems. It was
more money than the man in the white shirt could expect to make at a usual job in a
long time.
The angry pressure of the crowd bent the woman almost double over the gate
bar. The bundle tumbled out of her arms onto the cinders. Lieutenant Weems flinched.
He actually expected the baby to cry out, and was nearly unmanned by rage when
only the dirty little brown feet slipped out of the rags. "Oh, my God," somebody said.

Cummings gave a quick whisper to his men and the line of bayonets stepped back.
The woman was weeping and reaching over the bar.
"She want pick up baby," Pong Nam said.
Nobody was going to touch the bundle and give it to her.
Cummingsjumped lightly forward with his carbine pressed against his chest and
urged people back so the woman could duck underthe bar. Im mediately an angry mass
of dirty white clothing and brown faces and brown fists and the smell of street sweat and
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kim-chi swelled up in the woman's place, as if she'd somehow held it back before now.
Now she stood, a small woman, looking up at the colorful Pong Nam and the
Lieutenant with his .45. The man in the white American shirt was stil l jammed against
the street side of the gate bar, keeping the pain in his thighs tight in his face . The
woman cradled the bundle in the crook of her arm and sepa rated the rags wi t h her
fingers as if she were about to nurse the baby, and wailed, with an upward heave
of her body, at the Lieutenant. "Meeta meeta," she said. Lieutenant Weems barely
glanced down at the small brown face , among the rags against the woman's breast,
with its dead eyes wide open . When he saw the dirty white cloth bound about the
woman's breasts , a suffocating fright invaded his gut, of drowning in all the dirt and
dirty clothing and the dirty brown bodies. He was hearing for the first time what the
crowd was chanting. Morgan. Morgan. He felt himself going faint and he moved slowly
for a moment. With a deliberate lack of response, he shouted at the man in the white
shirt, "Sergeant hav-a-no."
"Sergeant hav-a-yes," the man said.
He was pointing with outstretched arm.
There was Morgan, in his white judo outfit, with the black belt draped around
his neck, just back from the showers, standing with two cooks in white at the corner
of his messhall, as many other Gls were standing over the compound watching the
action at the gate . Morgan and the cooks saw the man pointing their way and they
looked back and forth at each other. Weems ' anger went sharp at the man in the
white shirt when he saw that he also knew Morgan by sight.
"Sergeant hav-a-yes ," the man said.
He whipped his arm and fist in the air.
Koreans crawled and piled under the bar. Cummings was quick with his
commands. The line of men with fixed bayonets leaned forward but shifted back a
step, then back another step, and another. There were several furious people inside
the gate now. Weems backstepped rapidly threatening with his .45, while Cummings
leveled his carbine with his left hand grasping the top of the barrel. The space
between the two groups stretched in and out violently. Weems fired his .45 over the
heads of the crowd.
Counted to three.
Fired again.
Counted to three .
Fired again. Every man and woman, in the streets and in the compound, was
standing sti ll when he finished .
The man in the white American shirt bared his chest again. "Kill me. Also ki ll
me." Weems was breathing hard and deep, watching the man. Cummings turned his
back to the crowd and made a sharp motion of his hand for Morgan to disappear.
Morgan was brisk , as if going back to work, but there was a sort of shrinking among
the cooks as they went with him inside the messhall. The Koreans and the soldiers
closed to talking distance again , with several Koreans now just inside the gate. "Eye
for eye," Pong Nam explained to the Lieutenant, with a bland shrug, "they want
sergeant ."
"That is not justice," Weems said. "They can't have him."
Near the gate was the residence of the Co lone l who commanded the Engineer
Group, a little cottage made of concrete blocks, with a few square yards of imported
bluegrass sod, the only grass anywhere on this side of the City of Pusan. The Colonel
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was behind the screened window of his living room peering at the gate. On the edge
of the little lawn stood the whitewashed flagpole, with the Stars and Stripes finding
a breeze in the blue sky, more than three stories up, just above the Headquarters
building. Koreans out in the street were lofting rocks over the Colonel's cottage at
the flag. They misunderstood American vanity, and the Gls merely waited to see if the
rocks would be thrown at them .
The energy at the gate milled and pulsed . Lieutenant Weems was saying again
to the man in the white shirt, "You people must go through appropriate channels. Your
plea will be heard." Then, to Pong Nam , "You have to make them understand that."

18

Hair Trigger 40

2017 Student Anthology
"When stuck, write. When stuck, start telling your
material to yourself and to the page . When stuck,
make the pencil move, the fingers type. When stuck,
sleep on it, but always come back to the writing,
for it is in the writing that you will discover the
subconscious solutions that are coming to you."
-John Schultz

Pink as Peaches
Janey Bell

JONAH WAS ALWAYS THE FIRST TO GET THE RE, UNDER THE GLOWIN G SIGN
of the hometown convenience store, always leaning with the weight of cigarettes
and no virginity and a jawbone that made the girls at his high school sigh into their
lunches. He leaned against the concrete base of the sign and smoked until the rest
of them got there, trickling in as the lights in their parents' bedrooms flickered out.
"Tony comin'?" asked Elliot, one of the four young men like gazelles in their
awkward, gangly glory. Jonah bobbed his head, hot stick-o-cancer dangling from the
side of his lower lip.
In this place they came together, united in boredom and adolescence and the
need to do something, anything that migh t be beyond the normal of their everyday
lives . Cars whooshed past on the nearby highway, headlights making the boys'
shadows into ghosts. With all of them besides Jonah never having lived outside of
Woodglen, Illinois, they turned to him as a source of information.
Jonah, Elliot, Marcus, Tony. The four settled at the base of the convenience
store sign, just a few feet away from the curb that curved around the shop. Legs
sprawled out and hangnails picked at as they waited for Jonah to make the first
move. Jonah flung his cigarette into the asphalt where it burst with a tiny flurry of
sparks .
"Ya wanna hear the one about Water's Edge?" Jonah sa id wit h a flip of his
hair. The guys nodded. Jonah moved house too many times as a child and the guys
enjoyed the weird ta les from the bum-fuck nowhere towns where Jonah lived fo r such
brief moments.
"Water 's Edge," Jonah began, "was a logging town . Pretty little place. Lotta
cute girls with scary-ass daddies who all swung axes and shit for a living . Anyway,
my ma dragged us to this fuckin' beaver dam and I'm out one night lookin' for
something to do, ya know? Maybe somebody out there had pot or something I could
distract mysel f with while my ma wrapped herself around some asswipe's dick ."
Ma rcus and Tony chuckled, the noise akin to a turkey's gobble. Elliot pushed
up his glasses wi t h a smi rk.
"So I'm walkin' down the street and it's abso lute ly fuck ing dead out there. I' m
t alkin' ghost town McCreepy, all the fucking stores and shit closed except one." He
he ld up a long skinny finger and pointed it up at the convenience store sign .
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"I shit you not, there was this fuck in' store called Stop and Sip or some other
dumbass name that thinks it's bein' cute. So I go in, think maybe I'll just see if the
guy behind the counter actually cards me if I try to get a beer. Good news for me; it
was just some whacked out kid who fuckin' reeked of pot so after gettin' his dealer's
name, the dude lets me have the beer and I lay out on the front curb." He looked
around and pointed right where Tony was sitting.
Tony squirmed a little, as if he'd end up in the story if he sat there too long.
Jonah held a lighter in his hand and twirled it across his fingers while he spoke, the
gleam of metal dancing in the fluorescent light from inside the store behind them.
Inside the shop, a lone, grave shift employee watched the expressive face of Jonah
and the three backs on the sidewalk and hoped they wouldn't come inside to heckle
him, as teens their age were often wont to do .
"And I'm sittin' there , mindin' my shit," Jonah said. "When a random ass
truck pulls up and asks if this place is a gas station . And me, bein' the kind of guy
who doesn't like stupid questions, I say, 'What the fuck does it look like?' But I
wasn't payin' attention to the dude, and he got out of the truck and was, Jesus,
maybe six foot six? Shaved head and a pair of ratty old overalls. Dude was massive,
built like a fuckin' linebacker, givin' me this look like I'd just fucked his momma right
there on the hood of the car. So I stand up, I start apologizing, sayin' to the guy that,
'hey, sorry man, just havin' a rough night, I'm bored as shit.' Dude fuckin' looks at
me and tells me he's got a job for me if I want it."
Jonah pulled back for a second, sliding a cig out of his pack and lighting up
while the guys waited. Marcus ducked into the convenience store and returned with
a bag of chips that got passed around the circle. When the crinkling of the plastic
stopped, Jonah continued.
"Now, I don't wanna piss this guy off anymore than I already have and get my
head pulled off, but when a giant-ass dude pulls up and gives ya work, you never say
no until you hear what he 's offering. I ask him what the job is. He tells me it pays a
thousand bucks for one night."
Eyes widened, each set fixed on the lanky fellow perched on the sign base.
Despite the warm day it had been-not that anyone had appreciated it from inside a
school-a breeze rolled across their shoulders, whispering of winter past. The throaty
hoot of an owl called in the nearby forest, just beyond the highway. The cars were
fewer now as the night marched on. But always, their attention remained on Jonah.
"So I ask him, 'What's the job?' The dude just smiles at me, really wide, his
teeth are all yellow and gross. Then he says 'Painting' and opens the passenger door
for me. So I got in." At this point, the guys all started ragging on Jonah, who grinned at
their shock and told them to sit back down when they hopped off the curb in protest,
because there was more to come.
"I swear to God, this guy drives me out to his place, in the middle of the woods,
dead fucking midnight, creepy as shit, but the entire time, he's telling me about his
daughter, his beautiful, perfect daughter who he just got custody of. He says he wants
me to help paint her bedroom . I start thinking, Hey, he's not so bad. Just a big of' soft
serve with a real crusty outer layer. Well, we get to his house, this little cabin kind of
place, and he takes me up the front steps and upstairs. Weird thing though, the place
was super neat. It was so clean it even still smelled like that lemon scented Windex .
"We go up to the bedroom and he's got the paint and rollers and tape all there,
in this little room with a big picture window, lookin' out on the woods."
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"What happened?" Marcus asked. Jonah squinted at him .
"We fuckin' painted, ya dipshit. Fucking painted that room pink as peaches
and then he takes me back out, all the way back to the store and gives me a thousand
bucks in an envelope. Cash ." Tony let out a whistle, the noise echoing in the empty
parking lot .
"What? That's it?" Marcus plucked a cig out of Jonah's outstretched hand and
lit up, looking around, of course, as if his momma would pop out of nowhere as soon
as he did so.
"'Course not, Jonah's stories aren't ever that short," Elliot said, throwing an
elbow at Tony beside him as they snickered .
"All right, assholes, so of fuckin' course it ain't over. I keep goin' to that store,
yeah? Next couple months, every six weeks or so, I'm out there and that same fuckin'
dude in the truck comes up and says that the color isn't right yet and offers me
another thousand to get it right."
"No shit!" Tony received a punch in the arm for interrupting.
"I swear, it's as real as the tiny dick in your pants. So I'm makin' a pretty
penny, doing all this and putting every fucking cent of that shit into my savings
account because I fuckin' know if my mom knew I had that much money comin'
she'd sure as shit find a way to ruin it for me and give it to some dude she'd just met. I
don't tell anybody about this guy."
Tony crossed his arms. "No fuckin' way."
"C'mon Tony- "
"There's no way that could be true. Sounds too much like TV." He crossed his
arms.
"It's true." Jonah said. Marcus bobbed his head .
"So you have thousands of dollars? Really?"
"Yeah, it's in my savings."
"Prove it."
"The bank's closed, you moron," Elliot piped up.
"I can prove it without that ." Jonah stared Tony down. "I just haven't gotten to
that part in the fuckin' story yet."
"Yeah, but-"
"Tony, shut the fuck up. Go on ." Marcus said. "Finish the story."
Jonah settled back in .
"So eventua lly my mom decides to drop everything for a different dude in
Wisconsin and we start packing. A few weeks before we were leaving, Mom's got the
news on while we're boxing shit up and I'm not payin' much attention to this, havin'
just smoked a bowl with the Stop and Sip kid between school and home, but when I
heard the words 'six dead girls', my head fuckin' snapped up like a goddamn meerkat
on Animal Planet, man, I fuckin' went ice cold. I tried to shake it off, but I couldn't
help but hear the blonde big mouth on TV saying how apparently some guy had been
going around snatching little girls, and then dumping the body a few weeks later, I'm
thinking, what the fuck is going on? I went on line to see if there was any more info on
the killer and-well-"
"Well what?" Tony said .
"Shut up Tony," said Marcus.
"I realized that guy I painted for always showed up at the gas station around
times a girl would disappear."
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The boys were quiet now, no heckling or shushing heard. Jonah could almost
imagine the missing posters for the girls floating beside the faces of his friends.
"What did you do?" Elliot asked .
"Didn't do anything." A cyclist passed them, huffing into the night, glancing at
for a moment before turning back to the long road ahead. To each of them,
teens
the
would never speak it aloud, the trees suddenly seemed closer, closing in
they
though
Maybe to some girl, when they'd recount this story in bed after drunken
them.
around
college fumblings and the girl they laid with would shiver and push herself closer
before they went on.
"I went back to the gas station that night."
Marcus inhaled sharply then clamped his lips shut once more.
"Took a beer from the fridge at home and sat on the curb. Hands shook the
whole time I waited. He finally showed up, though. Pulled up in his truck and he
smiled at me. Not a normal one though, it looked more like the awkward grin you
always end up with on picture day. Fuckin' twisted. He got out and said he had a
special job for me that night.
"I don't know if it was the beer or that guy's smile or what but I knew-I fuckin'
had to know for sure if he had anything to do with those little girls. I got in the truck
and we went to his cabin. We went upstairs and the guy was saying how his daughter
was going back to live with her mother and that he was going on vacation. He led
me into that same room we painted over and over and in the middle of the floor was
this big pile of kids clothing. Dresses, shirts, underwear, everything. 'Let's do some
laundry,' he said and we got to work. We washed everything, dried it, even ironed a
few things. I had to fold a little kid's underwear for this guy."
Jonah paused for a moment, his face down. His friends wouldn't notice but in
that moment, Jonah's fingers gripped the concrete he sat on, fingerprints ready to
bleed with how tight he held on.
"We painted too. Just the little room, but this time we painted it white. He
drove me home right as the sun was coming up. He drove me all the way to my house.
How that fuckin' maniac knew where I lived I'll never know. But he dropped me right
in front and only said one thing. 'Don't tell.' And that was that."
The boys let out a long, held in breath.
"They caught onto the guy a few days later. His picture, smiling, wearing the
same fuckin' stanky overalls went out all over the news. They called it a manhunt. At
his house, they found mangled and tortured bodies of several missing girls, from all
over the state and even some from states close by. The news people said there was
a second set of fingerprints in the house, but the cops were only looking for Rapey
McChildmurderer. Lucky for me, I guess.
"They were still searching for him right before we moved out of there. The last
night I was staying there, I spent the whole night with that Stop and Sip kid, did hash
for the first time, stumbled the fuck home and passed out. But when I woke up the walls
were a different fuckin' color.
"Walls were pink as peaches, even still smelled like fresh paint. On the ceiling,
too, right above my bed, in big red letters were the words DON'T TELL. Didn't ever find
out if they caught the guy. Last I heard they thought he was making a run for Canada.
I don't think I wanna know. Guy gave me all that fuckin' money, I don't wanna know
what kind of fucked up shit went into getting it. And honestly, I couldn't care less."
The silence held, like a lingering note after a choir sings, before Marcus broke it.
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"Fucking shit, man, you're a dumbass for getting in that truck." Jonah smi led
at him slowly, then at El liot and Tony before answering.
"Yeah, I guess so, but fifteen grand makes it easier to stomach . I got extra that
last night."
Tony wh ist led this time.
"What are you gonna do with it?" Elliot asked. Jonah shrugged, glanced down
at his cell phone and shook himself out of the spell of the story.
"Gotta go, chums, Ma woke up and pitched a fit when she saw I was gone . See
ya tomorrow." Jonah walked off, hands in his pockets after getting another cigarette
to dangle from his lip for the walk home. He sauntered out of the parking lot and
the other boys began to scatter too, the chain ho lding them together loosening its
grip so they could wander home, back to their suburban safety. Each of them, upon
returning, would sigh with relief when they saw that no walls in their houses had
changed color with the passing of night.
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Baby Doll
Tyrell Collins

TH IS LETTE R HAS SO MAN Y CREASE LINES, ALL OF THEM SOFT TO THE
outside from being folded and unfolded. Th e paper is soft to rub, and the inky black
pen has begun to run out but on ly slightly. My eyes caress the strokes of the pen .
I never knew I had the capacity to hate . But, behind these sharp lines of truth and
huge question marks, I know putting this letter in the mailbox to be sent to 601
McDonough Blvd ., Atlanta, Georgia is my day of reckoning. And for that, I must read
it one more time.
Dear Daddy,
I know you're surprised that I'm addressing you as Daddy and not Thomas. I've
been calling you Thomas since I was six. Remember? When I accidentally broke your
gold-plated Navy military trophy and cried out in my high-pitched baby voice, "Daddy,
I'm sorry!" and you grabbed the extension cord from the closet and lashed it at me
like a leathered whip during slavery-six times. You know I still have that scar on my
back. It was pink years ago; now it's more shiny and pale. It's what you called-my first
battle wound . Sometimes I think it's the most interesting part of my body. Before my
fiance and I had sex for the first time, she ran her finger over its ridges and around its
jagged edges. You said one day I'd be a lady-killer. Do you even care about that scar?
See! I told myself to stop caring what you think. I do my best not to think about
you, but since I'm getting married in two weeks, my fiance thought it would be a good
idea to write you back . I was obviously more than a little reluctant, but I feel writing to
you to be-cathartic. Especially because your letter has sat in my bottom nightstand
drawer for the past six months.
You have no idea how much I hate you . And it all started with that
extension cord. Unlike the early 1990s, nowadays it's considered child abuse, but I
don't think you would have cared one way or another. I used to think if I were a good
boy you wouldn't be so mean. It took for me, at six years old, to see you slash Mom
across the face to realize, you liked it. You liked the rush of whipping and pounding
your fist into her face. Her spewed blood was your erotic rush and you loved every
minute of it. Just like you loved when I came inside.
Do you remember? Those days I would come in from playing and you would be
sitting in that ugly ass armchair. It was the only piece of furniture that you bought.
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And like you, it became the most unloved thing in the room. It was glum and sagging
under its weight. Obscured from the light that fought past the blinds. Once you were
gone, Mom put it on the porch, turned it around and wiped it down with a damp white
cloth. The leather became strong, the wood untarnished and after so many years
without your ass planted in it, it was without ingrained dirt. That armchair, much like
me, was no longer a swirling brown blur of dust in your life .
As a seven-year-old boy, I always asked myself, "why doesn't Daddy love me?"
I guess I should be careful of what I ask because when you weren't hitting me, you
showed me by upgrading to inappropriate "affection." Those nights you would come
home, stumbling in the hallway, messing up Mom's floral wallpaper. And I'd pray that I
wouldn't hear the crack in my door open for what you called, "quality father-son time."
The callousness of your baseball mitt hands and the scruffy and scratchiness of your
beard still makes me itch. And I can't even have a shot of bourbon now because the
smell is repulsing from years of your breath . Do you want to know what the worst was,
though? That scent of semen left behind every time you were done. I grew up for years
wearing smiles that were imitations of what real ones were. As cruel as you were, I
still wanted to protect you. But more than your thirst for blood, your hunger for crime
was even greater.
After you had been arrested for burglary and assault I told Mom what you
were doing. She felt so ashamed and sorry. The fear she had of you was paramount.
That's why I didn't tell her, for fear, you'd kill us both if she even attempted to run
away with me . The day you were sentenced, I sat in a blue kiddie chair, with other
children whose parents were in court. To see them coloring, playing with toys, solving
puzzles was nice. An innocence that I no longer had at eight years old. I just sat there and
waited. The wall clock ticked like the timer on a bomb. I couldn't stop it, reverse it, or slow
it down. Each tick dragged me forward. I couldn't avoid it-the pounding of my heart
with futility against its cage of bone and cartilage. The dread was an invisible demon
sitting heavy on my shoulders, and only I could hear the sharpening of its knives. My
sweat leaked down the side of my face like water dripping from a faucet. Then the
tremor in my hands began. My head became a little giddy and my stomach nauseous.
All I could do was wait in that plastic kiddie blue chair for Mom to come. If she didn't,
I knew that dreadful demon would kill me. I knew you-would kill me.
A week after you were imprisoned, Mom and I moved out of the apartment and
went to stay with her coworker, Ms. Brenda, and her seven-year-old daughter, Lacey.
She was cute, but not in a first crush kind of way. The first night we stayed there, she
grabbed my hand and pulled me into her room. It was like a tropical paradise. She had
bold colors of sassy pink, Laffy Taffy yellow, and bone white polka dots. I sat there
and watched her align her stuffed animals from tallest to shortest. Then I recognized
a worn doll in the corner. It hung as limp as a dead squirrel. One eye remained closed
while the other lazily winked, flashing the scratched brown iris beneath its socket.
Its hair had been roughly trimmed with baby blunt scissors to give an asymmetrical
looking mop of ebony black. If the doll had ever had clothes they had been gone for
some time. The once penny fabric body that the plastic limbs and head were attached
to had become a dirty brown, stained with yellow patches. I had never seen a black
Barbie doll before. I asked Lacey why the doll looked so beat up. She told me that
some boys on the playground took her doll and buried it in the dirt . She said her mom
was planning to get her another one, but she didn't want one. From her poked-out
bottom lip, I could tell she was lying.
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Since Christmas was a few weeks away, Mom and I went shopping with what
little money we had. She asked what I wanted, but I told her nothing. I did want
something but it wasn't for me. She thought the gift I bought was so sweet. On
Christmas Eve, we opened gifts early, and Lacey hugged the box that had a brand
new black Barbie doll . She said she would name her "lmani." Lacey 's mom squeezed
me tightly. She told me that gift meant more coming from me . ... The act of giving
made me feel normal.
A few days before Mom and I moved into our own place, I heard her crying. But
the sound wasn't coming from Ms. Brenda 's room where she had been sleeping the
past three months. It was coming from Lacey's. I peaked in and saw Mom standing
with her back toward the door. She was holding lmani by her heart. I pushed the door
open, which startled her. She wiped her face and put on this huge smile like she
hadn't seen me in years. I asked what was wrong, but she deflected and told me to
start my homework. I didn't understand, why was Mom crying?
After nearly two months, Ms. Brenda and La cey were sad to see us go. We were
happy that we were starting anew after the torture of being with you. But who knew
your presence would linger in a new setting. The day we moved into our new ranch
style apartment in Stone Mountain , I found a box that had a journal shuffled in the
midst of some papers. It was Mom's, her beautiful handwriting, always recognizable.
I put it in my back pocket and finished helping her unload what stuff we had. That
night, in my new room, I flipped through the pages. They were thin but heavy on the
ink. Mostly, the entries were her thoughts during the time you were with us. Nothing
out of the ordinary was said about your violent moments with her. That was until I got
to the second to last entry. Dated October 25th, it read:
'Today was the last day/ lost part of my life. I can't tell Thomas.
Today was the day; I committed the ultimate spiritual self-harm any
woman would have to live with. I sat in that doctor's office with my
legs in stirrups while they did the pelvic exam. Then applied some
antiseptic to cleanse the cervix. From there . . . I don't remember much,
just looking at the faded white tiles on the ceiling. After it was over, I
mourned for my daughter . .. at least, I thought it was a girl.'
I never told Mom that I read her journal. And she never told me about my
younger sibling, or what at least could have been. The first night in our new place was
haunted by what you drove her to. From that night, I vowed never to let anyone hurt
her again. But unfortunately, I couldn't keep that promise. The next battle she fought,
I couldn't be her knight.
Around my ninth birthday is when she started to deteriorate. Lesions on her
brain . There was nothing that could save her. The cancer was terminal. Because she
couldn't remember her life at times, when she felt okay she continued to write. Th ese

were her last words dated November 15th:
'I've come to my end. Dying does not scare me. But pain does.
If I don't wake up in the morning, I will know nothing of it . My affairs
were put in order a long time ago. My son should be given everything.
Considering what's being taken from him. I couldn't protect him from
his father or give him the life he deserved. I should have been stronger.
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I should have fought. That man who abused my son and me is not the
man I fell in love with. That person sitting in jail is the devil incarnate.
And if I could change anything, I would have fought back, if only to
shield my son, even if that meant burning in hell with Thomas. In these
moments, I grieve for the life I won't share with my son. I now cry until
my eyes run dry and my chest heaves violently. I'm not over it. I never
will be. I wanted to see him grow up. To be the good man his father
never was to him. But that isn't being given to me. So I guess I'm ready.'
Though cancer took her from me, you tormented her even in her dying moment.
See what your "love" did. That ready smile and knowing in her eyes were there, even
at her funeral. She was ghostly pale, her lips already bluish. Even though her eyes
were closed she didn't have the appearance of sleep. There were tiny movements and
a healthy glow to her skin . And seeing it was how I knew she had departed. She had
left for a new life. For whatever followed this existence. Even though I knew she was
gone, I kissed her head lightly and stroked the back of her slight, fair, raisin black
hair. I bade her farewell and made a wish that we would be together again in whatever
life came next. I would follow her anywhere, protect her any way I could. That was how
I showed love.
Do you care now?
By ten years old, I started taking karate. I needed an outlet for release but
self-control. I needed to be strong physically and mentally since everything changed
after Mom died. Karate did wonders for my physique. I wasn't the scrawny little boy
with no self-esteem. I wasn't fragile anymore, like the glass ballerina that sat on
Mom's dresser at home. By fifteen years old, I had six-pack abs and a dashing smile.
I wasn't tall or short. And the sun did wonders for my caramel skin. I was an excellent student . I did various activities like swimming, basketball, football, baseball-you
name it. And Lacey remained my closest friend. More like the sister I never had. Suffice to say, I didn't trust many people, but living with Ms. Brenda and Lacey honored
Mom's wishes. For that, my smile became wider, but I had no feeling. It was the same
smile Mom gave me the day I saw her crying.
I didn't quite realize "what" I was until one afternoon in Lacey's room. It
looked different, more of a softer aqua decor. She sentimentally kept her stuffed
animals lined up on the floor in the corner. And then, off to the side were lmani and
her companion Steven . He was dressed in a sports shirt and casually cool shorts
with beige shoes to match. There he was sitting there, ageless, smiling, no feeling.
I thought what a perfect thing to be. What was I saying? A perfect thing to be. It was
something I already was. Looking at Steven and looking at me. Perfect for various
activities, caramel skin, incredible physique, pearly white smile, and no feeling. He
was a carbon copy of me. I was a carbon copy of him. I picked Steven up and studied
him like a scientific experiment, and realized I was plastic. I was-a Ken doll. A doll,
a plastic man with no feeling.
I owe that one to you too. As I sat on Lacey's bed, I thought about the first
time I felt like a doll. It was the day you shook me above that ugly-ass armchair by
the scruff of my clothes, and I swung like a rag doll. Right before then the stereo in
yours and Mom's room had been playing some Jackson Five songs you loved. You
thought I had been jumping on the furniture, but I was doing addition with my math
homework . I was also singing to the chorus of A B C from a distance. Then suddenly
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the song stopped. You barged in my room, nearly salivating like an angry animal and
I had no idea why. There was no 1 2 3 except for the count it took you to lift me in the
air by my red pocket polo shirt and scream at me to stop all the noise. I didn't even
get a chance to say it wasn't me before you dropped me and left me crumpled on the
floor, bruised on my arms and crying. But by the time Mom came home, there were
no tears, no injuries, no feelings. And most importantly, she knew nothing. That's the
way I wanted to keep it.
Who knows, you may remember a different version of events, considering you
were drowned in bourbon as usual. That's why I'm telling you. The monster that lives
in you can never undo what's been done. That's why twenty years later I want you
to live with these memories. As I prepare to get married in two weeks, I have to look
back on what I survived. What Mom survived. And I know she'll be there in spirit.
It's funny that it's been twenty years, and you finally write me. In your letter, you
made mention about hurting me and Mom. How you were sorry, and being in prison
has made you find the Lord. But what I noticed most was your lack of detail. The
individual incidents of what you've done to hurt people you "love" is longer than your
actual rap sheet.
What's wrong? You can't bear to relive what you've done.
The vagueness of the "I'm sorry" letter just didn't do it for me. Though my
fiance would say otherwise. She told me I was conflicted with how I felt because you
asked for forgiveness. "Forgiveness." That word pricks like a thousand small needles
in my mind, leaving it moving in foreign ways, ways I have become unaccustomed
to for these many years. That word seems like a ghostly echo, but one with the
power to tear down the fences I've built high, deep, and electrified. And that
word, "forgiveness," is why I'm choosing to let go of the hate in my heart before I
inadvertently become you.
The forgiveness you want is absolution. A washing away of all your many
shades of sin. The promise of a rebirth. Your cross to bear. That's what you want.
But I'm no genie. I can't grant you forgiveness. That scar on my back may be closed
physically, but it's still a freshly open wound, and like that wound along with the trail of
others lives in me, the memories of you. And when memories are bloody, tainted, wet,
and full of venomous poison-forgiveness is the most unnatural human emotion I can
feel. I'm not the little boy who wants daddy anymore. I'm not a doll. I'm not plastic.
This will be the only letter you ever receive from me. So, hold onto it, tear it up, do
what you wish. But all I can say is goodbye, Daddy.
Rest in Hell,

I hear the growl of an engine, almost ear-splitting. A man in a navy blue uniform,
black boots , straightforward cap , and satchel emerges from a small mail truck. As he
puts envelopes into my neighbor's mailbox, I refold the letter in three sections again.
Time after time I still don't care to sign my name.
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Absentees
Kenny Kelly

ALREADY, THE DRUN K OPT IMI SM OF DECEMBER IS GO NE. THE WIND SIGHS
as if to say, I've already been as good as I'll ever be. This block used to be a forest
of hundred-year-old oaks surrounding the bandstand where me and Reilly used to
listen to Eag les cover bands and jazz trios play. When the trees got sick the city cut
them down and drew up plans for the mill io n-dollar concrete fountain I sit beside .
Across the plaza, I see a kid I think I recognize. The familiar way he holds his guitar
makes me think that time has turned in on itself, but he's only a mondegreen-the
words I hear, though I know they're not true He plays an old punk song with his case
wide open but no one is there to listen. I move closer and hear it for the first time
again, crackling over the speakers at the show Reilly and I played at the moribund
Riff Raff.
The static hum of Reilly's amplifier formed the horizon behind the forgotten
conversations of a sparse audience. Reilly's girlfriend May stood front and center
yelling encouragement to Reilly, who didn't listen. He swatted at an invisible wasp
screaming in his ear. Hanging low off his neck was the guitar he bought for fifty
bucks at the pawn shop at 5th and Broadway. He had duct taped an X across the
body, ripped the D and B strings out, and tuned the low Ea step down. He played it
open, a guttural thunderclap , as he approached the microphone and said something
distorted through the PA that I thought I understood.
This isn't what saves me from you. It's what saves you from me.
Rei lly nodded at me, the volume swelled, and we ripped the air apart.
The next two years disappeared in a syncopated rest. Each grain of time
compacted together like sandstone, the kind found in the gully outside the city
where we rode our bikes under a staccato sun. Reilly's mother Carol remarried and
his brother Patrick left for his first tour in Iraq seemingly in the same ceremony. Idle
days of practice and video games slipped into long weeks of tedium at school, which
slipped into months of apathy, which slipped into years of watching snow accumulate
and melt on the caps of the Sierra Nevada walling us in the valley. All until senior
year when Reilly and I went to Jacob 's Cafe to see the Nolan brothers' new band, The
Absentees. They were one of the few in town that weren't trying to be a carbon copy
of neatly trimmed pseudo punk pop bands like Mellowcard and Sob Story of the Year,
the safe kind that coincided with the owner"s thinly veiled Christianity.
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Seconds into their set, Reilly got a circle pit started. He'd grown his hair out and
done it up in bloody liberty spikes. It looked like a shark's fin swimming through us in
the gyre. Before Reilly could make three revolutions, a kid in an apron broke it up. The
punks fell in line and bobbed their heads to the rapid-fire bass triplets, the parabolic
and dissonant guitar melody, the tom rolls organized only by chaos, a cacophony not
unlike rain, muted and rhythmic , then suddenly torrential. In the chorus, the front
man sang in an eagle's cry, It doesn't bother me to see you die. It ended with one last
burst of frenetic energy, and in the last measure, the time signature changed. The
absence of the final note tore the breath from my lungs.
During the next song, Patrick came in. He had just returned from Iraq, and in
his ironed slacks and uniform buzz cut, he was out of place among the kids doing
anything to be different. Patrick pushed his way through two fashion punks and
pulled Reilly out of the fray. Reilly fought back but all of his rage was no match for
Patrick's strength and training. Patrick said something that made Reilly go inert . They
embraced. I came over and asked what was wrong . Patrick took us outside. The door
shut and the music grew dim . Reilly shivered next to me as Patrick explained, Our
mom was in a car accident. Corey was driving; he's fine, cuts and bruises. They were
coming back from Tahoe on Highway 20 and another car came around a corner in
their lane.
What happened to Carol? I asked.
Alive, Reilly said, she broke her back and she can't move her legs. She'll never
walk again.
Reilly threw his arms around me . His hot tears soaked my shoulder. I didn't
hug him back at first, neither one of us versed in the language of grief, but soon we
were both holding each other and crying, listening to The Absentees play the muffled
sounds of imagined anguish, while a new pit formed and spun on without me.
The music he wrote after that night grew abyssal, reaching unknowable depths
of hatred, augmenting every chord with wrongness. The tempo slowed, giving the
semblance of a method though the songs became amorphous. Reilly's rage took on
a new form now that he had a target, or at least that's what I thought. To what could
he have reasonably directed his anger?
When he turned eighteen that April, Reilly got a sine wave tattooed on his wrist
with the Central Valley drawn in the trough and the Sierras in the crest. On his other
wrist, he got the Fibonacci spiral. The spiral was initially May's idea. She wasn't old
enough to get tattooed and treated Reilly's skin like her personal sketchpad. But
when I asked him why he got it he said, It's this perfect symbol of symmetry but when
you look at it, it's not. It reminds me of you and me.
Shortly after, he and May broke up. I had never gotten along with May. I thought she
was flighty and immature, so Reilly's supposed heartache was good news for me. I
took him to another Absentees show at Jacob's Cafe to get over it, but May was there
with her new boyfriend. We saw her wrapped in his arms. His feathered jet hair hung
over her face as he kissed the top of her head. In the space of a measure, Reilly
was on top of him. The symbols drawn on Reilly's wrists morphed and untangled as
he held his fists up and brought them down on May's new boy-toy. One of the boy's
friends came up behind and started clapping his hands at Reilly as if he were trying
to scare away a dog. But Reilly didn't let up. Finally, the friend grabbed Reilly in a bear
hug and ripped him off. Reilly squirmed and stomped his feet, but the friend didn't

32

Hair Trigger 40

let go. The pit swirled around them and May's new boyfriend cheap-shot Reilly in the
face. His nose exploded in a crescendo of blood, the sight inciting in me an atavistic
fervor. I stormed at them and the friend let Reilly go. We collided and twisted until I
grabbed one of th em and pulled them to the grou nd. I pounded out a rh ythm only I
could hear until the friend's face was raw. Hands all over me, pulling me off the friend
and out the door.
Jacob's Cafe stopped doing shows after that night, and the Riff Raff had
closed down months before . Many people in the scene blamed Reilly for killing all
ages shows, including myself, as if the fists that fell on that poor guy weren't my
own . I spen t the next week, and years since, picking broken sk in from my knuckles,
watching my blood darken.
After high school, I was accepted to Chico State in town; Reilly didn't apply
anywhere. At the end of a Helli x practice, Reilly shoved his cables into his bag and
said, I got a job up by Truckee. I'm working as a white water raftin g guide. You should
come with me.
What about your mom?
Wh at abou t her?
Isn't Patrick going on tour again? Who's taking care of her?
Not my fault Corey bitched out on her. You coming with me or not?
I told him no while silen tl y condemning his callous ness, though if I had known
then what I know now, maybe I would have been more understanding. I spent much
of that summer at his mom 's, cooking for her, cleaning the house, re laying what little
Reilly told me of life in the mountains. She said she thought of me as one of her own
sons. I told her Rei ll y would be back soon though I had no way of knowing when or if
he would.
Standing before the kid now, I drop a five into his offering case. He gives me
a look of recognition and continues on strumming and howling for no one but me,
though soon I' ll be gone . No, I can't go, not now, not again. I sit on a backless bench
across from him and listen to all he has to say.
The notes are n't the ones I want to hear. I want to hear the songs we used to
know. We only had one more show after high school. We were play in g a Halloween
party on Warner Street I invited this gir l I had met in my Intro to Lit Class. She came
from a small town south of Carson City, so to her Chico was a big city. She had a
nervous habit of turning her head down whenever she laughed like she was afraid
to show her teeth. Her name was Melody. Her mother named her that because she
wanted her to have the same love for music she did, i.e. gospel and campy musicals,
but around age thirteen, Melody discovered The Misfits and Bad Brains and it was all
downhill from there . I fell in love with her instantly.
When Reilly and I played , we never worried about playing right or sounding
good. We on ly wanted to play hard and loud. But with Melody standing in the epicenter
of us and th e pit, her haunting beauty like the eye of a maelstrom, I found myself,
for the first time, thinking that what I did mattered, that maybe music should be
more than mindless destruction. I tried to play clean and controlled like the Victorian
poetry Melody and I were studying in class. I wanted to be transcendent. Reilly,
however, had picked up some new habits during his time in the mountains. Covered
in sweat, he played a scrambled mess of static. It wasn't music. It was noise. Ten
minutes into our set, I kicked over my drums and unplugged Reilly's amp. Enraged by
his disarmament, he snapped his guitar over his knee , and that was the end of Hell ix.
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The next week, Reilly went back into the mountains to work at a ski resort.
Carol had hired a caretaker so I didn't have to play surrogate son anymore.
After Christmas had passed, Melody and I lay in the center of the plaza lawn,
her head in my lap. The plaza was in the process of its deconstruction. The concrete
had yet to be poured and the stumps of dead trees still dotted the area. A chill wind
cut across the new emptiness. Melody was reading either Brautigan or Nabokov as
I stared into the sky, watching the imperceptible movement of clouds to the east,
toward the Sierra Nevada, toward Reilly. It was the first time in my life where I didn't
see Reilly most days. I enjoyed my suddenly quiet life with Melody and without him ,
but I still often wondered what he was doing.
I don't think I'll ever get used to not seeing him. I give the kid another five
because I can't bear the thought of him stopping.
Later that night, Melody came over to my new place to watch Nosferatu.
As soon as she rested her head on my shoulder, Reilly came banging on the front
window. I hadn't even told him I moved . Somehow, he always knew how to find me.
The noise startled Melody and even me, though I was no stranger to Reilly's habits.
He rolled his fists on the glass. He wasn't wearing a jacket, so I could see his spiraled
forearms moving in 2/4 time. He wore a vampire grin and his eyes were alight with
wicked electricity. I got up and felt the absence of Melody's body. I opened the door
and Reilly was inside and hugging me around my torso before I could close the door.
Sam, old buddy, old pal; I've missed you, he said.
Reilly, what are you doing here?
He let go of me and said, I'm not interrupting anything am I?
Melody sighed.
I said, I thought you were working at Tahoe.
I was. But then something happened and I had to come see you.
What happened?
I thought that bitch gave me AIDS. She was seeing one of those tweakers from
Truckee, so I come into the bar one night when she was working and she says to me
all nice, Hey hon, what can I get you? And I say, Nothing those venereal sheepfuckers
gave you. And she says, Wait what? All innocent and confused. So I say, Fuckin' Jake
or Trevor or Thad, whichever of those hermaphroditic Neanderthals you've been
screwing behind my back. Her head cocks to the side like a dog hearing your voice
out of an answering machine. She says, I don't know what you're talking about. Then
the bouncer comes up behind me and says, Time to leave. He pushes me toward the
door and I fight back but it's like punching a brick wall. He gets me outside and says,
Come back when you haven't been hitting the nose candy. This pisses me right the
fuck off, so I go for him, ready to break my knuckles across his cranial bones , but I slip
on some black ice and my face goes into the concrete. I don't lose consciousness,
but my nose breaks. My sinuses swell and blood pours down my face and coagulates
into icy crystal formations in the cement . The bouncer goes back inside but not before
calling me a fucking tweaker. I spit at him and tiny shards of frozen blood fall down like
artificial snow. I get up and I don't know why, but I start walking down the mountain,
bloody nose and all. Can I have some of your wine? I get to the highway and I walk
in the road 'cause the plows that go through push all the snow to the sides. There's
six-foot walls of ice on either side of the highway. It's soul black and I feel nothing,
not even the cold. I find my way by scraping my hand against the wall so there's these
long scratch marks running for miles. When cars come by, I turn around and stick my
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thumb out and put on this big, shit-eating grin, my face still caked with blood. With
their high beams on you know they see every drop. I wish I could have seen it from
their angle. Miles of lin es in the snow, moving in a sine wave, all leading to me ! A ki ll er,
an appar ition, a lunatic lurking along the side of the road, ready to drink their blood .
Nobody stops of course. Eventually, I get bored and change tactics. I stumble around
like a wounded animal, really play up the pity angle, then at the optimal moment, I
thrust my thumb out. The first few cars don't stop. How selfish of them, really. Here's
poor me, limping through the dark and the cold and no one even stops to help. Boo
hoo hoo hoo hoo. Finally, a good samaritan pulls over. It's this aging Good Ole Boy in a
truck . He's wearing a plaid shirt and snacking on a jumbo pretzel like a cigar. He says,
Boy, you in some kind of mess. I laugh. You should have seen him. Eyes all white,
face pale, mouth agape with that pretzel dangling from his lips, like he was staring
into the face of death. I say, Yeah, I reckon yer right. Turns out he was going through
Chico, so he says, Hop on in. He asks about my face and I tell him it's nothing. Just
a bloody nose. He gives me some tissues out of the glove compartment and I clean
myself up. We listen to twangy three-chord country all the way down the mountain.
Close to midnight and we get onto Highway 20. He sings along to the radio just under
his breath Your cheatin' heart will pine someday. I ask, So what's a fella like you
doing out so late? He laughs and says, We ll, I just finished up a roofin' job in Kings
Beach and I wasn't supposed to leave 'til tomorrow, but I haven't seen my wife in two
weeks. I couldn't wait another night. Then he goes on about how pretty she is even
after all these years and how loyal she's been and how they're best friends. I could
listen to Good Ole Boy get sappy about his wife all night. Anyways, he drops me off
at my house sometime around two or three, and well, long story short, things didn't
work out, so I'm wondering if I can crash here tonight. I'm only staying in town until
the weekend. I gotta be back in Tahoe for Patrick's funeral on Saturday.
I stopped Reilly. What? Patrick's dead?
Yeah, his convoy ran into an IED. He was the only casualty. Did I forget to
mention that? It's why I came to see you.
I let Reilly stay with me that week . Before he went back to the mounta ins, I
asked him what happened at his mom's house but he wouldn't give me a straight
answer. Reilly had never been an affectionate person, but whenever he spoke to
me during that week, he ended his sentences with friend . Good morning, friend.
Welcome home, friend . Like a word he had just learned and was trying to impress
me with. Strangest of all, after he had thrown his bag into his ride's truck, he turned
around and said, I love you, friend. Then he hugged me for an inordinately long time.
He had been so aloof about Patrick's death. I had a hard time believing that he cared
about anyone but himself. He let me go and climbed into the truck .
Then as soon as he had arrived, he was gone. Back into the mountains until
the snow melted.
After that, I visited Carol more regularly. On one of those visits in the spring,
she told me what had happened the night Rei ll y came home.
He had snuck into the house without her knowing. He didn't make his presence
known until the early afternoon when he came into the living room in his underwear.
She noticed that his pupils were dilated and his nostrils were ringed with dried blood.
She was willing to let it go because one son was home and the other would never
come back. She swore she wasn't pushing him away. She only asked him to stop for
her sake. Reilly left. That's when he showed up at my house.
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Before I left, Carol asked me to tell Reilly he could come home , but I didn't see
him until the summer when I got a call from him. He was at Enloe Hospital. I didn't
even know he was back in Chico. I was with Melody at the time and she asked, What
did he get himse lf into this time . I told her I didn't know, but that I had to go see him.
It felt like a chore.
The hospital was all white and beige . The last time I had been there was when
Reilly's mother had been paralyzed. Walking through the hallways was walking through
a memory. The spiraling corridors and doorways led me off through a labyrinth and I
never felt as if I was getting any closer to where I needed to be. Eventually, I came to
Reilly's room. He sat up in bed and smiled when he saw me. He was as skinny as ever,
his nose wet with blood. I asked him what happened and he told me through pained
breath that he had come home after the ski season ended and went (unannounced)
to Corey's new place in Chapmantown. Corey agreed to let him stay even though his
new girlfriend was living with him. Reilly wound up, of course, making a scene wherein
he called the new girlfriend a manatee homunculus and Corey a limp-dick cuckold.
Reilly walked out and wandered all the way to Highway 99. He walked east
along the road until he was on the outskirts of town, cars ripping past him the whole
way. Two shitkickers in a real-life Tonka toy yelled imaginative insults as they drove
past e.g. pussy, queer, but on that stretch of road there's a sequence of two traffic
lights that keep cars stuck in the city. The light turned red on them and Reilly took his
chance. He sprinted the hundred yards to the light until he was even with the truck.
He picked up a grenade-sized rock and hurled it into their windshield, splintering it
into a spider web of broken glass. The shitkickers got out of the truck and, with boots
ordinarily used for kicking shit, kicked the shit out of Reilly.
When he finished his story, he said, The shitty thing is that I can't work on the
river this summe r because of my broken arm.
Maybe it won't be so bad for you to stay with your mom this summer.
I can't sleep in the same house as that bitch.
I stopped feeling sorry for him. I was glad that someone had finally beaten the
hell out of him. I left the hospital thinking he got what he deserved .
I don't know how Reilly and I got so far away from each other so quickly, but
I didn't see him again for another two years. I was catching a show after work, the
Nolan brothers had traded their guitars in for a banjo and a mandolin and had formed
a new folk band called The Shifters . It seemed like everyone in town had given up on
punk, myself included . I think we outgrew the rebellion. Melody was there with her new
boyfriend. I wished I had it in me to tackle him to the ground like Reilly would have.
The Shifters were playing my favorite song of theirs. They all joined in and
harmonized the chorus, / shed my skin/ rip it off and/ wear my sin/ wait 'ti/ it's over/
to let me in. I was mouthing along when I felt a hand on my shoulder. Reilly. He pointed
a thumb at the stage and said, When did this scene turn into a bunch of pussies?
Y'know, I've been thinking about getting the band back together. What do you say?
That was something we did when we were kids.
When did everyone change?
I shrugged. I couldn't pin down a moment, but surely there had to have been
one. Though he was standing right in front of me, Reilly couldn't have been farther
from me , and we'd never get any closer. He walked out and I cou ldn't have known it
then, but that was the last time I'd ever see him, but not the last I'd hear from him. He
called me late one winter night, his voice strange and choked.
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He said, Sam, I just want to talk.
I told him I didn't have time.
If I had known what he was about to do, I would have stayed with him. When I
heard the news the next day, among all the other thoughts, I had, for the briefest of
moments, a sensation of relief. Reilly wasn't going to be my problem anymore, and for
a sixteenth-rest, among the guilty tears, I was happy. Of course, now I can't help but
think there was something I could have done, even though Reilly was his own man .
He made his own decisions. But what if I had given him that kindness he was looking
for after Patrick died, when his mother would never walk again?
I've tried and tried to get the story straight, but the truth bends away from me,
further and further. Nobody knew what was going through Reilly's mind as he stood at
the top of the slope, looking out over the valley he called home , into the other side. All
anyone knows is that Reilly went down the slope straight. He didn't try to slow himself
by carving to the left or to the right. He barreled down the mountain like a meteor,
heading toward a jump he couldn't possibly land at those speeds. They say he died
when he hit the ground, but I know that's wrong. He never came down.
The kid ends his song and looks up at me. I tell him I used to play. He smiles
and holds the guitar up. It takes me a moment to realize that he wants me to take it.
My skin grows hot with shame as I lift it and turn it around. The strings dig into my
fingers , the calluses lost, softened, though they haven't forgotten where to go.
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The Vibrator
Kala Wahl

I SHOV E MY HAND IN MY UNDERWEAR DRAWER, DIGG IN G TH RO UGH
countless pairs of panties, bottles of lube, and $20 costumes straight outta the
discount bin from Hustler Hollywood to look for him. He gets lost all the time in the
bottom of this thing, but that's the price I pay for buying every toy in pink. The anal
beads, the dildos, even the nipple clamps .. . deliberately purchasing these things
in such a feminine color made me feel like less of a nympho and more like a normal ,
healthy teenage girl who moved onto something better than Barbie dolls to play with.
He's easily the most fulfilling choice out of my collection-and believe me,
that's a tough feat considering his competition: ' luxury' Ben Wa balls I found next to
a shelf of purple synthetic hair that the Chinese salesman told me was made out of
authentic gold and a 13-inch realistic dildo black as the night sky. But as a seasoned
veteran, let me let you in on a little secret-sex toys are a// hype. The science to getting
off is at common-core curricular level; even a middle-schooler could ace the test. If I
didn't buy things because they looked cute I could probably very easily do a decent
enough job with my index finger. But to get down to the ass and tits of my point, it's
about simplicity, which my friend embodies. He's got three different speeds; three is
the magic number here. You've got some out there with five, six, maybe even eight.
but that only complicates things . Ask your G-spot , she'll tell ya: "All you really need
is slow, medium, and hard. The rest is just noise, literally." And Bret Michaels-that's
his name-can even go in the shower. When you live in the bedroom directly across
from your parents, this is almost a necessity. They don't hear Bret buzzing on high,
and they don't hear my Jenna Jameson impersonation.
I smile at him affectionately as his pointy head pokes out from a crotchless
thong. He's so pretty-sleek silicone with tiny hearts circling his base. Bret 's much
prettier than the vibrator I found at the bottom of my mom's sock drawer when I was
little, right next to a dusty-smelling book with Fabi o on the cover. It looked like a
Roman candle firework. It was so ancient that, in fact, I wouldn't be surprised if you
had to plug it into the wall . But my baby doesn't need to be plugged into a wall-just
two AA batteries and an internet tab opened to tentacle porn and we're good to go.
I bring him over to my bed, set him down next to Winnie the Pooh , and begin typing
on my laptop , "hardcore anal." He rolls over to his side, his tip buried in the furry
comforter. I can hear a faint sigh .
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"What? Come on ... if it's that big of a deal I can just use my head and try to
visualize something this time."
"No," Bret interrupts, "it's ... it's fine."
I bring my eyes back to the computer screen, scrolling through countless
videos with the same tabs-some poor, young girl with a large and unforgiving dick
nearing her butthole. I hear another sigh, except this time it's totally on medium,
because I can feel a small section of the mattress vibrate steadily beneath me.
"Is something wrong?" I sound exasperated .
Communicating with him sometimes feels like trying to fit a square into a
circle. He says one thing, but constantly means another. Getting him to just tell me
what the fuck is wrong is comparable to pulling teeth.
"It's just, I don't know. Can we do something different tonight? I'd like to watch
a movie, or you know, cuddle .... "
I raise a brow, "With what arms?"
He puffs, bending at his core to sit up. He leans himself tiredly against Pooh
Bear's foot. Christ, here we go again. I shouldn't have said that. I know how Bret is
about his body. Every little comment goes back to how his girth isn't thick enough, or
how the point of his head doesn't look like the tips he sees in the videos. But to his
credit, I did very directly bring up the arm situation. The arms are a no-no topic. We
don't talk about the arms ... or lack thereof.
"I'm sorry, that was insensitive. It's not your fault you don't have arms," I
apologize, choosing my battles wisely. "But I thought this was our thing? We do this
every night."
"Every. Single. Night. I spend at least two hours trapped in that drawer listening
to you have sex with your boyfriend, then the instant he leaves you pull me out and go
at it again. When will it end? When will your appetite ever be satiated?" Bret's voice
quickens; for fuck's sake ... he's turned himself on high. "You never want to just lay
in bed and talk, do you? You never ask me what TV shows I might want to watch, or
what my favorite food is. And as a matter of fact, you never ask me what I want to do
tonight. It's all about you, you, you As long as you get off at the end of the night, it's
all just hunky-fucking-dory. Isn't it?"
I toss my laptop to the side, practically jumping upwards in a fit. I want to
point my finger in his stupid elastic face; I want to rip the batteries right out of his
butt and throw him in the garbage amongst discarded tubes of mascara, my college
acceptance letter, and used condoms. But I take a deep breath. Deep breaths, deep
breaths.
"I believe when I purchased you, the box read 'Silicone Vibrator' not 'Nagging,
Obsessive Vibrator Who Thinks He's My Boyfriend or Something'."
"Oh, don't even," he scoffs, "what are you trying to say? Is this your way of
breaking up with me?"
"Are you kidding me? How do you propose we break up if we were never even
a thing?" My eyes are practically in the back of my head; I can't possibly roll them
any further into my socket. "You said the words earlier: listening to you have sex with
your boyfriend. Boyfriend. Would you like me to spell it out for you? B-o-y-f-r-i-e-n-d. I
already have a boyfriend."
"Oh, the boyfriend," Bret jiggles. Oh yes, the boyfriend ... the one I just can't
seem to shake. Just can't shake. Is that how most people describe their lovers? Lover.
God, even that sounds gross. "I haven't exactly heard you speak too fondly of him."
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"What's it to you? For an object that spends the majority of its time shoved
up my vagina, you sure seem to think your opinion matters a lot," I hiss, resting my
head back onto my pillow, shutting my eyes tightly. He's giving me a headache. Is it
unethical at this point to just thrust him in me?
"Want me to jog your memory? You come home, start throwing your stuffed
animals around, yank me out of the drawer to start sobbing at me about how little
your boyfriend actually pleases yo-"
"That was one time," I interrupt. Well, at least one time I actually verbalized
it. I've thought about it several times. My boyfriend doesn't please me, not in the
slightest.
In reality, I'm not sure how many more days, weeks, months I can go faking
the sighs ... opening my mouth in a way that reads "yes, this is pleasurable," when
in actuality he's hitting my bone the wrong way. And that weird thing he does with his
hips, where he moves them in a circular motion like the rotor of a helicopter ... is that
supposed to feel good? I can tell him when his breath stinks, when his jokes aren't
funny, when I really don't want to sit through another episode of Game of Thrones . ..
but I can't tell him he doesn't make me tingle.
Has he picked up on any of the signs? I mean there's a reason we go in raw
every time. But I can't say it to him. I can't look at that stray puppy dog of a facestray as in digging through trash in an alleyway, fur smelling like garbage and crawling
with lice kind-of-stray-and tell him he can't fuck. Because he's said he loves me. I'm
his best friend. There is no future for him without me in it. I make him happy. He's
even proposed to me with a dandelion (a weed, I kid you not) during our first acid trip.
My mom asked me why I would even worry about the fact he can't leave me in a
puddle on the bed when he's just "so enamored with me," but then she thought about
who she was talking to and uttered a simple, "wait, actually, nevermind."
"Have you told him about me? Does he know how I make you feel?" Bret was
out for blood tonight. "Do you know how else I could make you feel? With me you've
got not only love, but good sex. Do you have that with him?"
"But I don't love you."
He flinches, his silicone crawling.
"And I don't want to love you," I moan into the air. "Just because I fucked you
doesn't mean I love you. You're just a toy, and a nightmare of one at that-"
"Do you love him?"
"Yes! Of course I do!" I shout. Of course I do, of course I do. Right? He loves me,
so I have no other choice but to love him back. That's how it works, isn't it? That's just
what we say to each other. We have sex and then say I love you. Sex is synonymous
with love. But then it's not. You can separate sex and love, easily. You can just want
to fuck, yes? But I guess you can't. That's only what men are supposed to do. Women
aspire to love, not to fuck. Women aspire to love, not to fuck.
"I don't believe you."
"You don't have to believe me. You're just a hunk of plastic. A bunch of nuts and
bolts that just so happen to make me squeal. Nothing more, nothing less."
Bret doesn't look at me; he stares off toward the wall.
"Christ , are you going to cry about it? Pop in some Alanis Morissette and bitch
about how I won't be able to find another vibrator like you-"
"Put me back in the drawer," he blurts.
"Are you serious?"
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"Put me back in the drawer."
I take a deep breath, climbing off of my bed. I grab him and head toward the
open drawer, making sure to drop him away from the cushion of the panties and onto
the hard bottom of wood.
"I don't think you know what the fuck you want."
"Do you even recall where you came from? In between a twelve-inch horse
cock and a red bal l gag, only $17 99-ring a bell?"
"I'm not just a toy," he pouts.
"Oh, give me a break. I bought you on sale."
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Jonah 1n Navy
Claire Martin

CLUTCHING A JUN IPER BERRY BETWEEN MY RING FINGER AND THUMB ON E
summer morning, I felt gravity for the first time in my life. I was rolling the berry
up and down the pads of my fingers, feeling the suede skin drag against my own.
Though they come from evergreen bushes, juniper berries can be shock ingly
blue. I couldn't have been older than four years, standing under a canopy of
sweet-smelling sassafras at the edge of a sidewalk in western Michigan. After a
moment, I lost my hold and it fell to the pavement below me . It bounced off the
center of my palm just once before tumbling down, sending a rippling feeling out
across my hand and through my arm. I wondered then what I, too , would've felt
like, smal l and sturdy, rebounding off the palm of someone's outstretched hand.
Though I was bigger, I was tickled at the thought of bouncing weightlessly through
the air, if only for a moment.
Two years later, I remembered my gravity once more while sitting in the back
of my dad's car one ear ly morning. It must've been springtime because as I stared
straight forward at the back of his head, everything in my periphery blurred bright blue
and green. When I asked him if all animals could see color, he stopped strumming his
thumbs on the open face of the steering wheel.
''I'm not sure, Natalie. But lots of animals have very good eyesight." he said as
he pulled up to a red light.
"How do you know?" I asked, perplexed from a passing comment I'd heard the
day before at school about dogs being colorblind . He scratched the whiskered slope
of his chin for a moment while he cleared his throat. I swung my feet back and forth,
waiting for him to answer.
"Wel l, when I was in my twenties I was taking a wa lk by a lagoon around
here, when a rabbit hopped out in front of me. Sweet little thing, brown with a white tail.
I watched it for a while. It didn't even care that I was there."
He paused, turning around to meet my vision before the stoplight changed.
"That was the first time I ever saw a wild mountain lion. They're real big cats,
and very rare. But I didn't hear it coming. No rustling, no growling, nothing. But next
thing I knew, there was a cougar jumping out from the bushes . And I remember that it
was real quick for something so big on its feet. But it jumped out from the reeds, bit
the rabbit in the neck, and ran away. I walked over to the poor thing to check it out,
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and it wasn't dead yet."
"Why didn't you save it?" I interrupted, looking out the window.
"I couldn't. The cougar bit it in the neck . It was going to come back and eat it
after I left, I think." He cleared his throat and continued when I didn't say anything
more.
"Sometimes, we can't save living things even when we want to. But to answer
your question, a cougar could see exactly where it wanted to bite that rabbit from
far away. And it did very fast. But maybe that's not eyesight. Maybe that's just how
animals sense things."
"Natu re is just nature. Nature takes care of itself," I said as we pulled up into
our driveway, making my father whip his head around with a hollow, bewildered stare.
I stopped swinging my legs as he slowed down. Something tingled deep in the
arches of both feet, unable to touch the ground. I hadn't known what made me say
that, maybe a sentiment from a book someone had read to me, but it slipped from me
without a second thought. In the space between the rubber soles of my shoes and the
floor of the car hanging below, I felt a steady, constant tug that I'd never felt befo re in
the way my feet longed for the ground . I wondered why I didn't feel gravity more often.
Somewhere on the outskirts of a passing decade, the beauty of those
early mornings grew less dazzling. I sprouted legs that touched the ground in the
passenger seats of cars and forgot how to pick juniper berries withou t crushing
them. My father forgot too , he forgot that he told me about the anatomy of nature,
or maybe I just forgot to ask. The house in which I lived grew so old that I learned
just which floorboards to step on to make the ceilings howl. It got smaller and
quieter, glass broke and the roof got thicker, and the ash trees shading it began to
fall to the ash borer. It took nearly twelve years for me to know when to run before
the foundation started sinking into the shifting sand, so just before my nineteenth
birthday I packed a single suitcase and left the Midwest.

I crawled into the back of the same car that brought me home years previous, and my
dad pointed it straight south. I fell asleep instantly, hearing my mom and dad mumble
over the dashboard about landmarks, sending me into dreams of Spanish moss and
the Smoky Mountains . When I woke up three days later, I'd been left completely alone
and gasping for breath under an invisible anvil of sopping Florida air. When my hair
grew heavy in the humidity and I tried to wring it out, I was struck with a feeling of
innate familiarity that I could not, or rather dared not identify. But as I took my first
steps across my new college campus I felt that old prickling in the arches of my feet ,
as if they were dangling free above the ground.
The rainy season at Western Florida College lasted for weeks, spilled over the
water table, and blocked every entrance and exit to the campus. Escape wou ld've
been most effective by boat on the farthest end of the property where a small
stretch of the Gulf of Mexico waited . The rainboots I'd packed flooded under the
knee-deep puddles, so I stopped wearing shoes altogether. After my second week of
being barefoot in class, through the library, and down every dorm hall, my skin was
beginning to toughen at the heel. The rest of my sk in had grown salty and thin in the
ocean and burnt off in agonizing layers under the sun. But when I found myself sitting
in an outdoor laundry room, legs outstretched, before a fellow freshman named Ellen
from New Jersey, I noticed that the pads of her feet were black as soot and rung deep
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with callouses. I wondered what mine must've looked like and felt a wave of nausea
pass through me .
I could hardly hear her over the roaring of a nearby clothes dryer in the open
air facility, but she tried to introduce herself regardless. Mixed with the thunderous
vibration of cicadas, she nearly had to scream.
"What's your major, Natalie?" This had been the third time she repeated the
question.
"No idea." I shrugged, feeling my bare shoulders scrape up and then back
down the concrete wall I was leaning against. I hoped she hadn't seen me wince.
"I'm marine bio! We should hang out!" She shouted, leaning forward from
where she was perched on the opposite wall.
Ellen and I ventured out just once after meeting. Every day after that would
start and end with a nod between classes, maybe a wave and a smile at a party
on a good day. But for one clear Saturday, we were something resembling friends.
It was one of the first breaths the ra in had taken in months. As planned, we met in
the parking lot behind the oldest dorm complex on campus near a cracking tennis
court and the pond with the alligators that came out during the night. Alligators
weren't the only campus beasts, there were snapping turtles and the biggest spiders
I'd ever seen. There were geckoes that snuck under my door and chirped on the wall
next to my roommate's bed until she threatened to smash them under her shoes if
I didn't catch them and carry them outside in my cupped hands for her. There were
stingrays too, looming in the shallow water like hungry dogs. Though the alligators
were technically vermin, I liked the way the scales across their backs overlapped like
armor. They were slow and satiated and harmless. My friends disagreed, shrieking at
me whenever I got too close to take a look.
When we met by Ellen's car, she was twirling her keys around one finger while
she walked. When she saw me, she tossed them up into the air and caught them
unceremoniously, snapping her bubble gum on her tongue.
"Let's go to the beach," she said after we'd slammed the car doors. My vision
blurred as waves of heat pooled off the hood of her car. She drove us down to a tiny
resort town just twenty minutes away, composed entirely of strip malls and mermaid
themed gentlemen clubs. A crooked banner on the side of the highway read: Welcome
to Paloma Beach! It was adorned in paint-chipped seashells and I was struck with
another swell of nausea, making me roll down my window.
Though the rain had stopped fo r a moment, a single day in the seasonal
downpour, the air was still palpable . It was merciless, waiting for me every time I
stepped beyond my door. My first weeks in the south were spent heaving through my
throat on the triple-digit asphalt. The local students were amused. The foreigners,
myself included, were frantic. Nature is just nature desperately resurfaced as my
mantra, finding me all the time. I heard it in my head in the middle of classes I didn't
want to be in, or while talking to people that reminded me too much of home. I heard
it while dragging my feet and my friends back from parties I didn't want to attend
with people I didn't know how to talk to. I heard it when I took my first nosedive
into the gulf from an outcropping of rocks behind my dorm hall, desperate to cool
off. After a while, I met a threshold I never could have known I had, and I started to
wonder if feeling that kind of heat was really all that natural for me after all. But after
surviving the first five weeks of autumn, I was met with more forgiving temperatures,
but the humidity reigned relentless. The daily downpours subsided and I saw my new
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home for the first time as if dust was settling across a clearing. Yet all I could feel
was the wet, insufferable air salting the lining of my lungs. After a while, I started
questioningi f it wasn't just all in my head. When I took my first steps out of the car
that day, I watched the sand swallow me up to my ankles and slow my ability to walk,
and I couldn't be quite sure what I was feeling.
Ellen hadn't stopped talking since we'd met in the parking lot, and somewhere
between a story about her new roommate's tooth collection and her old roommate's
boy problem, I stopped listening entirely. But out under the white light of the day, I
tuned back in. I looked straight out into the gulf, a stagnant green that was surely
hotter than bathwater, and wondered what she would've done if I'd taken off running
into it. But as we walked, the sun dipped lower and hued everything blue.
Blue as the water. Blue as the sky. Blue as the sensation of staring into the sun
for too long, then blinking blue light. Blue as the deep, blue as the haze, blue as ice.
Sometimes, people see blue in places that are void of color. Ice is clea r, haze is just
air, and blue rings in vision are just ocular damage. And yet, blue is the background.
Blue is default . Blue was me early one summer day, puckering my lower lip to say "I
blew it" as I climbed into that car headed to Florida. As soon as it left my mouth, I
couldn't understand for the life of me where it came from, and that made me feel real
blue.
In fact, it was because of the blue of the water that I didn't see anything
extraordinar y at first. Just jumping bits of iridescent saltwater, broken by the
occasional fin of a dolphin. We walked, she talked , the sun stripped me down, and my
eyes began to feel tremendousl y heavy. But they stayed where they were, set straight
west across the water. I spoke what might've been my fifth sentence of the day.
"The heat's like a weird dream. Can we sit down?"
We'd only been resting for about five minutes when I saw the first breach of
what looked like a tailfin. I blinked, watching the glistening mass rise and fall just a
stone's throw from the coastline .
"Did you see that?" I asked, grabbing her fore arm and instantly retracting.
She looked at me, baffled. I pointed out across the waves, seeing that there was a
shining, grey mountain peaking out above the surface. I pulled my knees up close to
my chest, a ringing rising in the back of my head. She fell silent for the first time since
we'd met .
"That's a whale!" She shouted, rocking forward onto her knees.
One morning a week before, I awoke to find that I'd wept in my sleep. Though
I'd risen content and perfectly fine, the skin around my eyes felt as though it had
been rubbed raw and something heavy sat at the top of my throat. Like all things in
passing, I pushed it aside and unsteadily deposited myself onto the floor. Agony was
nothing I could recognize, not in the growing cave of my chest or the new pulsing in
my temples. Everything else was a fluke , a grand coincidence.
By the time the National Oceanic Rescue Administratio n arrived, a crowd of
nearly thirty people had gathered around us. Ellen had called every major coastal
organization her professors had given her and the police were on the way. I'd stayed
perfectly still since balling my legs against my stomach, perched on the edge of her
beach towel. I couldn't feel the heat anymore, not even when the salty air began to
drip down over my eyes. Every few minutes, a spout of foam would launch from the
creature's blowhole like a geyser, only to lift and drop its sleek tail over and over again
like a plea for help . It was a gleaming form, writhing with the falling tide and with
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the shoreline no more than ten feet from us, every moment growing more and more
exposed in the light. Seagulls circled overhead, anxious on the breeze they waited
on. A young woman wearing an organization polo began taping off the shoreline and
setting up a tent. When she asked me to move behind the line, I finally broke my eyes
from the shining whale and stared at her.
"I was sitting here," I said, realizing that Ellen was already behind the line,
waving me over.
"Miss," the woman's voice rose, "we're working. Get behind the tape."
When I ducked under the barrier, Ellen asked me what she'd said.
"She's working," I repeated, grinding my teeth. The whale moved again in
the corner of my eye, appearing to lift the side of its charcoal head with a heave. It
dropped back down again and a gasp wove through the crowd.
Fast forward a couple of years, and I was sitting cross-legged on my bed reading
a story about a man who had to shoot an elephant. Orwell wrote it, illustrating the
apprehension of pulling the trigger, followed by watching the gargantuan, slow beast
sway onto its knees and die before hundreds of excited onlookers. The following day
I discussed it with some of my peers. I spoke sparingly until something slipped out
of me .
"Have you ever seen a big animal die? It takes a while." Not sure where it came
from, I sank out of the conversation.
Back at Paloma Beach, local news stations began show ing up. Beachgoers
and tourists continued to gather at the reaches of the taped boundary, snapping
pictures and clicking their tongues. Though no one stayed for long, traffic across the
sand reached an all time high, nearly one hundred people stood with their hands
shading their eyes as they faced west.
"I'm so tired. Can we go back? It's been almost three hours," Ellen said,
spooking my attention from the water. I would've guessed forty-five minutes at best.
My shoulders seared as I turned to her. Just as I opened my mouth to speak, the
woman who had kicked me off my towel strode over to the edge of the tape and
shouted over the wind. The clamor around us lowered into a growl. She began spouting
facts about sperm whales in the beat of a rhythmic encyclopedia , everything from
eating habits to their family units. I ignored her when she paced in front of us until
she shouted once more, this time right over my head.
"This whale has beached itself! Sperm whales this young live with their families
out in the gulf, where they like to dive hundreds of feet deep . They thrive under
all that water pressure! When a whale this large beaches itself, it feels extremely
uncomfortable. This is simply because they aren't used to feeling their own gravity."
The whale lifted its tail again, slapping it down on the surface to send a surge of
seaweed closer to shore. She paused, cleared her throat, and continued.
"That means that we can count on this whale being in a lot of pain . It lost its
pod and probably couldn't eat, either! We will have to do the right thing for it, which
unfortunately means we will be euthanizing this whale as humanely as possible today."
Ellen sat down next to me.
"This is so sad. Maybe we should stay," she said, eyes wide while she rung her
freckled hands around one another. She turned to me.
"Are you okay? You look like you're overheating or something," she asked,
head to the side.
"Fine," I said. "Can I have some water?"
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Ellen and I didn't leave the beach for another few hours . People in more
uniforms flanked each side of the whale, then just forty feet from us , and tried to
dodge its flailing body while they administered more than the lethal dose of something
murky (numerous gallons of potassium chloride, I heard someone murmur) into the
side of its chest . Ellen looked away when a needle, several feet long, was heaved into
its angular ribcage. It was attached at the end to a five-gallon vat. The contraption
was comically human, unnaturally thrown together with found garbage and prepared
to spit venom. It was ludicrously ugly before the body of the whale. The crowd thinned.
I realized I hadn't blinked in a long time. A few minutes passed and a bystander
coughed. I tasted something coppery on the back of my tongue, but didn't open my
mouth.
The tide had revealed most of its length, an outstretched thirty feet of slick,
striated skin and dark eyes I'd only ever seen on a shark. There were teeth jutting
outward from its jaw and it looked entirely unphased. Nothing in its whole being
indicated an ounce of peril, and I wondered if it even knew that its own organs were
crushing it alive. Then, it flickered its tail again, taunting the biologists. A man with a
clipboard groaned at his team .
"I can't believe this thing. We actually need another dose!" he called back. For
the few moments to follow, no one moved. I looked back at the whale, rocking gently
in the receding waves. I wanted to reach out and touch it , scream at it, save it. and
the futility of that made me feel monstrously small.
Have you ever seen a big animal die? It takes a while. It takes hours, in fact.
Days even, depending on when you think death begins and ends. This whale died once
close to sundown one night on sand it never should have seen, then a second time
when it was carved up and dismantled during a necropsy performed by biologists,
then a third time when it was left out in the sun to be picked clean by sea birds.
The whole, silent trip home I wondered what watching it all meant for me, knowingly
having let far too much sift through my fingers in the passing years between the car
ride with my father and the present day. It was twelve years in a blink, from fearlessly
imagining the tiptoe of a mountain lion , all the way to fighting back tears at the sight
of a whale pulling itself into the ground beneath it.
For days to follow, strangers approached me on campus asking me about
the "beached whale in Paloma." I'd perfected the briefest answer to satisfy them.
sometimes not speaking at all. Often , just laughing.
"I don't know, it was really sad," I remember saying to Holly, a close friend
living near the gates of campus, while I laughed .
"That doesn't sound funny," she said , staring straight through me.
But it was funny. Not humorous, but entirely absurd in happen-stance. News
stories began breaking and I read through each one twice, glazing the same
information each time. It was a female sperm whale coming up on her late adolescent
years. She had contracted a virus that stopped her digestion process entirely,
something secret devouring her from the inside out. She'd subsequently starved,
losing her echolocation ability. She couldn't find her pod. In other words, I think she
found a day where she was drifting alone in the open ocean with no sense or care in
the world of where she was going. Her family had left her behind when she could not
keep up just at the brink of her second decade of life, and whatever was keeping her
pleasantly ignorant in the weightless water had subsided. She headed for dry land
and let the weight of a hot Flor ida day crush her down into the unfamiliar earth. And
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maybe, she was just too much an animal to know exactly why she had suffered. How
beautiful a coincidence can be.
Th ree weeks later, I decided to transfer to a schoo l on the other end of the
country. In the meantime, dreams of the whale came and went. I began to obsess
over her, even in my waking life. In these visions, she was a blue whale instead of a
sperm whale. I found safety in her size, if there was enough room for me. I dreamed
I was sitting on the edge of her slender j aw, the both of us suspended underwater.
I would leave Florida after stay ing for only two percent of her projected lifespan. If I
stacked her tooth to tail 218,240 times, I cou ld connect my bed in a cement Florida
dorm room to the one I grew up sleeping in. She weighed just about as much as six
elephants comb ined. Maybe she wouldn't have died if she was six elephants instead.
She had a pelvis, like al l whales do, li ke ly from early evolutiona ry ancestors. But she
had no use for her pelvis, and no use for legs . I had a pelvis too, a tired one with legs
I was st il l growing into. Sometimes I let them dangle heavily off the side of my too-ta ll
bed and wondered what would happen if I ever let them touch the ground at all.
I woke up in December, my room packed up around me, with no knowledge
that I had dreamed of her at all the night before . In stead, I awoke knowing that I was
still anchored down in the pit of the stomach of the blue whale. A Jonah, of sorts. I was
leaving her, but in the shadow of the morning sun I had a feeling that she wasn 't done
with me yet. In fact, I was certain that she wouldn't be until I learned how to carry
gravity proper ly, tenderly in both palms instead of loosely between my ring finger
and thumb. Or unti l I could hear it when it was coming. Until I cou ld see it crouching
through the reeds and aiming straight for my neck.
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Insignificant Intricacies
of Bernice
Da vis R. Bla ck well

"47 TH STREET IS NE XT."
The skin on her finger-dead , or dying, from hours , days, years of wear-was
gentle in its coarseness, like fine leather.
The underlying smell of piss contorts her face. A smile breaks the look of disgust as
she glanced deeply into the crying infant's eyes at the other end of the train.
Her grandmother's voice sings, "Act your age, not your color," in her mind as, "LOOSE
SQUARES! LOOSE SQUARES!" nestles firmly in her ear.
Dull roar of metal scraping metal for miles on end with no halt in sight, 'cause Howard
is a fairytale told in monotone over the PA and wh ite fo lks look at you funny when you
the wrong shade of brown anywhere north of Cermak. As they infest every nook and
cranny of th e Red Line, packed in like sardines diluting a me lanin sea. Sweat collects
on her brow and the only chance of fresh air amongst the perfumes, musk, and must
is to crane her neck skyward, but even so it tastes meta llic. She best inhale deep and
full, 'cause it might be her last gasp of untainted air before she hits La ke. Drown in g
in a pool of pale .
" Harrison is next. Doors open on the left at Harrison."
She dressed for the weather, not close human contact.
Her momma used to tell her, "You can be cute , or you can be warm. Th e cho ice is yours."
She meets no blue eyes with her own, but knows they are upon her, guiding emotions
of fear and disgust. Th e blue stares seep into her-past her scarf, past her winter
coat, past the three layers of T-shirts and bra, lapping at her sable skin like pin pricks
and tickling her bone. They paralyze her legs, stiff as stumps . She stares forward into
a man's back, and her torso rocks to and fro with the swaying motion of the tra in, one
side weig hted by the tote on her arm. Her neck dewy from sweat, the scarf her mother
knitted her pulling overtime in maintaining warmth.
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They place mental bets on what stop she'll get off at. Monroe for some Garrett's
maybe. Or maybe Jackson for a court date or some community college courses at
Harold Washington probably. A billowing sigh exits her as she steps out the car at
Lake and transfers to Green, and sharp winter air nestles in her lungs with a breath
inward.
She meets brown and black faces, with looks of understanding and compassion so
deeply ingrained they form microcosms in the creases of their skin. She smiles slightly
to herself and her jaw twinges with sharp, acute pain that encompasses all thirtytwo; canines, incisors, molars and wisdom alike. She shields them with a hand over
her mouth and doubles over. The stares return, brown across the board. She smiles
again, more cautiously this time. Maintaining the illusion of wellness. deepening the
well of reassuring strength. The stares return sporadically from Lake to Cicero, 'cause
by then most, if not all, have been cycled through, gotten off, and replaced by others.
The ride to Oak Park is long, but necessary; the pain of the thirty-two is restless.
Swelling the gums to balloons and strumming nerves like guitar strings . To its aching
tune the thirty-two writhe and flail till they are worn out and blackened with decay,
a dance of death. They must go. They all must go today, she thought to herself as
leafless trees and salt-covered roads pass by at 55 mph below her.
"Ridgeland is next. Doors open on the left at Ridgeland. Standing passengers-"
"-Excuse me everyone, I'm tryna get somethin' to eat and if you can find it in
your hearts-"
"-Smoking, eating, drinking, and gambling are prohibited-"
Her aunt would say, "Better to be an hour early than a minute late." So when she gets
off at Oak Park , walks the quick walk down South Boulevard and into the only dental
office that takes her insurance in the Chicagoland area, she waits . She waits for the
proper paperwork to be printed out and processed once she signs it. She waits for
them to confirm the woman on her state ID and medical card are, in fact , her. She
waits for the incessant pen clicking of the receptionist to end. She waits.
In the lobby she looks at her hands, dry and cracking under the weight of the winter
air. "Was a luxury to have hands soft as a baby's ass where I came from, child,"
her grandmother told her once . "Back in Clarksdale, Mississippi, if ya daddy was a
sharecropper, that meant you was, too. Ain't matter what age you was, whether you
was a boy or a girl. If you had able hands, well, then you went to work . See, my daddy
dealt with sorghum grain, so we planted in the spring. That meant every day, from
March to May, he had us in that field. I was 'bout five or six when he first put that
hoe in my hand. He said, 'Girl, you gon be workin' hard today. And every day till the
summer,' and sho nuff I did. Worked me like a mule, my daddy did. I remember that
first week I got blisters so bad my hands was pink and raw. I cried and cried into that
soil, but he wouldn't let me give it up. Said I was lucky to have only shed tears on that
fie ld."
"Bernice Coleman?" the receptionist calls. She stands and follows the receptionist to
the back, awaited by men and women with masked faces and clean, tender hands.
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Three hours go by. The dance of the thirty-two has ceased. In their wake are blood
soaked gauze filling her gums. Every once in a while she tongues them gingerly, her
tongue drying at the touch of cloth. On the ride back south, she is met with stares:
blue, green, and brown in unison. She is in agony, but refuses to give in to the pain,
to the stares, sitting upright in her seat. Every jerk of the train shoots jolts of pain
through her jaws, the gauze now swollen with her blood . It pools in her mouth and
overflows, leaking onto her lips. She uses her scarf, the scarf her mother knit her, to
shield the gore from the stares. But it is of little use, the red seeps through the cloth,
dampening it. From Oak Park to Lake she keeps her eyes shut tight, avoiding the
cacophonous stares and omnipresent agony upon her.
Her mother used to say, "Baby, this too shall pass."
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Be Well
Jamiece Adams

YO U DON'T REMEMBE R VER Y WELL A TI ME WHEN YOU AN D MO M LI VED
with Dad. The clearest memories you have are whimsically foggy scenes, which slip
aga inst your growing awareness . You remember most when you lived with Grandma.
At The Big House. It had so much red brick that it seemed to blend into the colors of
autumn. Yeah, you didn't know it yet, but you wouldn't see Dad for incomprehens ible
stretches of time.
You are now six, and you and Mom haven't left the sleepover at Aaron 's house.
Mom's boyfriend . The months that pass after confirming that this was now your new
home . You sleep on the couc h currently, but you know that it's only until June . They've
looked at another apartment close by. They are going to go again tomorrow and you
wi ll go there with them.
Mom unlocks the door and Aaron pokes you in the side. The stairs lead up to
another floor, instead of one like Aaron's apartment. There are two bedrooms instead
of one, like Aaron's. Your room fee ls big with space . The empty walls stretch high and
you touch them planning. This would be your first bedroom alone.
Oh no, you forgot again you had one with Dad too. This happened sometimes.
The forgetting. There is so much new pi ling on top of the old, you easily forget. You
sit on the plush carpet, your face in your hands, trying to remember the sheep on the
comforters , and clouds on the wa ll s. A nightlight would spin around casting humming
co lors of blues and lavenders.
Aaron sits next to you. He waits a moment before nudging his knee against
yours. Ignoring him, you continue to peer through the slits in your fingers, hoping he
wi ll leave. Two years of be ing nice to th is guy was enough . You couldn't afford to give
him extra attention. You feel him lift you up, a small sound of surprise escapes your
mouth. Soon it turns to laughter. He puts you down laughing too.
"I care about you so much, Reagan, is this OK?" he asks , gesturing around the
room.
You will look at the plain walls. You wil l want to say no. You will say, "Yes." You
wi ll fee l like a bet rayer.
The next day you will get a ca ll from Dad. You wi ll feel the pull of your smile.
Then you will hide in the bathroom away from Aaron, hoping he doesn't hear you say
"I love you too , Dad." You ask him as always, "When can I see you?"
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"B aby, Daddy is sick. I'll see you when I get better." The drop never feels old.
The drop that grabs your insides, and pulls them below the earth . Tears fall and you
whisper your goodbye from the cold porcelain. The phone is still at your ear. Th e dia l
tone seems to echo off the wal ls. You look in the mirror trying to map his face from
your own . Was it the nose, small and round? Was it the big caramel brown eyes, yours
a shade darker than his? Though you try, you can't find a picture of him in you r mind
clear enough. There is a knock at the door.
"Don't come in," you demand .
"You OK, Rea?" Aaron asks.
"I'm fine," you stutter. Aaron opens the door a little more.
"Can I come in, or are you number twoing?" he asks, his nose clearly plugged.
You laugh at the nasally tone.
"No I'm not."
"Good. Just checking." He opens the door a little more . When he sees your face
he will hug you. You will cry in his arm s, because Mom is at the grocery store. Aaron
will ask you if you want t o call her. You will say no. He will tuck you in on the couch.
Once he thinks you've fallen asleep, he will whisper I love you, kissing your cheek .
In July, you will put on a dress, which you will fall in love with. The way the fabric
flows over your shoulders. Th e way that it twirls around your knees, shimmering the
light blues of a clear winter morning. Aaron's cousin is getting married, and it made
you wish for weddings every day. Mom's voice is growing louder from upstairs .
"You're a goddamn coward, Calvin." You look down at your dress and pretend
not to listen.
"Right, OK, you piece of shit. Your daughter keeps asking me when you're going
to get better, and I cannot keep saying soon. If you were that ashamed you'd stop ."
Mom sounds like she might cry. You wait for more, but the silence means she's hung
up. Aaron and Mom walk down the stairs holding hands, he holds out the other for
you .
The car ride to the hotel is qu iet. Th e music is too loud for you to hear what they
are whispering, and you make up your mind that you don't want to know. Th e mirror
reflects your frowning face. Once you have all arrived , your mood hasn't changed.
Aaron tries to get you to smile, but you are unmoving. Mom's lips thin at your behavior,
but you do not care. The wedding is long, the centerpieces are too big, and you can
barely see around the yellow daisies with hideous red hydrangeas. There are two "I
do's" and you hope this is the end. Then the music for a daddy-daughter dance rises
out of the silence . You peer through the glass vase, seeing the white dress of the brid e
spinning around the black of a man's tuxedo. No one ever said it would be this hard,
the lyrics to "The Scientist" play. You watch them dance, wondering who will dance
with you one day. The DJ changes t he song, and everyone gets up to dance, or goes
to grab food. You and Mom get chocolate pretzels and some fruit. She hugs you close
as you walk back to the table. You almost drop your plate when you see Aaron dancing
around wildly. The laughter that comes out of you reaches him. He runs over placing
your plate on a nea rby table. Shock makes you compliant to his madman energy. You
are so embarrassed you move very little and he copies you. Thinking he is making fun ,
you try to leave, but he catches your hands . Instead of trying to pull further away, you
wrap both arms around him pushing your face into his stomach . Half-hugging, halfdancing you feel this is the only way you can survive this moment. The music changes
to an instrumental of "Fast Car." Aaron holds you back, just as tight.
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The bright colors of America stream all around and down the sides of Navy Pier for
Fourth of July. You wait in line with Aaron, because Mom hates heights.
"It's not even that high." You look back at Mom who is eating your caramelized
cashews.
"Dad, Mom is eating my-" you stop. Aaron keeps his face neutral. Inside you
fee l dark sticky confusion. Aaron is Aaron. Dad is Dad. You don't say anything, hoping
that he didn't hear you. A man in baggy black jeans and spiky purple hair grabs the
tickets. The ferris wheel ushers you so high that you think Mom was smartest to stay
on the ground.
"You can call me Dad if you want ," Aaron starts. You look at him, his dark
brown eyes are nothing like yours or Dad's. His nose is thin , and his eyes are smaller
than yours. He takes your hand. It was an accident, you want to say. You didn't mean
Dad, like Dad. How confusing would phone calls be now? Which Dad?
"I don't know," you answer.
"That's OK ," he says. The sun is falling below the Chicago skyline. You hold
Aaron's hand, afraid you hurt his feelings. He holds yours back with a squeeze and
kisses the top of your head.
The rest of July is filled with accidental "Dads" and then "Aarons" stuttering
after. The words looping around each other, becoming an endless war across your
tongue. Then effortlessly the war dwindled to small battles until a truce was signed
and Dad became permanent. You only had to explain Aaron to relat ives who didn't
understand who you were talking about. This would make you angry, because there
was only one Dad who was around.
This t ruth will hit you on Memorial Day. Then again at Grandma Faye's
seventieth birthday party. Distant relatives will coo over your growth. Mom won't be
there, and the awkward unease of trying to function in a family that you only saw on
holidays will overwhelm you.
"Have you talked to your dad?" Grandma asks.
Confused, you say, "Yeah, he dropped me off."
"Oh no, I mean Calvin ." She looks hurt.
You will harden, not caring that this is his mother.
"No of course not."
"He's just sick right now you know, and well, people make mistakes," she will
say. You believe this is something she says to herself often. When you get home you
will ask Mom if you can skip Thanksgiving with the Calvin Davis family, and go with her
to Dad's, Aaron's brother's house. She will agree , but will worry.
A few weeks after Thanksgiving, Calvin will call and ask Mom to speak to you.
"Tell him we can talk after he goes to a doctor and gets better," you yell, hoping
it's loud enough for him to hear. You run to your room slamming the door. A room that
is no longer empty like in June. The Christmas lights, which you say are decorations,
act as your nightlight. The wall to the left is a window facing the street. The lights
from the houses across the way are bright yellow eyes watching cars speed around
the corner. There are two pictures of your new friends from your new school on your
dresser. Your walls have several posters of Teen Titans and Powerpuff Girls. Raven
and Bubbles are your favorite characters, which your friends don 't get, since they are
just so different. A Beanie Baby of a brown stallion, Vinny, is waiting for your hugs.
Mom comes in and sits on the edge of the bed.
"Reagan, I want to talk to you about your dad ," Mom rubs your back.
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"Dad should tell me. I want Dad to tell me," you say.
"Well that's just it, he wants to tomorrow, but I want you to know that it's OK
if you don't want to go, it's been a whi le, and I'd understand if you don't want to go."
You can't stop the excitement, it's genetic, and your connecting DNA is calling
to you.
"I want to go," you tell her. She looks sad kissing you goodnight.
The lights keep you awake. They are too bright, but you are too afraid to sleep
in the dark. But sleep is a blink away from morning, and you awake to the growing
sunrise. Mom tells you that you will go see Dad around five. This does not stop you
from rushing around the apartment. In some irrational part of your head you figure
the faster you went then time would get the hint and speed up . You notice that Aaron
is eating his lunch like you, taking big bites, so his cheeks look like a squirrel. This
irritates you, and you no longer want to finish your sandwich.
"I'll save the rest for later," you say.
"I might eat it before then," Aaron jokes. You don 't respond, you just put it in
the fridge and wa lk upstairs to your room .
When Mom comes to tell you it's time to go you ask, "Is Aaron coming?"
"So it's Aaron again," she nods.
"No I, I didn't mean Aaron, it's just going to see Dad," you try and explain.
"I understand, Reagan. Let's get going."
Mom kisses Aaron, and you hug him , and he hugs you back hard .
"I love you," he says. You respond with a kiss on his cheek. Aaron watches you
and Mom leave from the window.
The drive takes even longer than the whole day felt. The sky is da rk by the
time you've passed by most of the city. Mom pu lls into a park ing lot next to a bu il ding
with a huge red cross on it. Its neon red light hurts your eyes. This doesn't look like
a church, but the poor seem to congregate around the sidewa lk like it is. Mom holds
your hand tighter as you walk through the smudged glass doors to the foyer. It looks
like a booth where you get movie tickets. A women is smacking her lips against green
bubble gum. She watches you get closer, flashing a smile. You linger behind Mom,
feeling your eyes hit the floor as you get close enough to see her name tag . Geanette.
"Can I help you, Miss?" Her voice is distorted through the speaker.
"Yes, we are here to visit Calvin, Calvin Davis, please," Mom says. She types
the name into a computer. Geanette nods. She grabs the phone. You can't hear her,
but you know this is it .
"You can meet in the cafeteria, since it's a bit past hours ." Geanette buzzes
you in. It's a long droning sound that continues until you and Mom finally push past
the door into the room.
There are only a few round tables set up in the open space, the rest are folded
against the walls. The emergency lights are on, casting long shadows across the
room . A piano is half-covered-next to a drum set. Mom sits down, but you wander to
the instruments.
"Don't be too loud," she whispers. The echo of her voice floating like dust in
the sunlight. You tap the musky gold cymbal listening to the sound fade after every
few moments . The click of a door at the other end of the ha ll makes you r heart race,
and you want to run . You look for your reflect ion, so that you can remember his face .
"Hey, baby girl," you hear his voice. You know that pretty well. Footsteps get
closer until Dad is there, his face smaller than before. He is taller than you thought.
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He is in front of you. The anger from yesterday hangs on by threads as he pulls you
into a hug. Dad smells the same you think, like pine and cigarettes. He lets you go,
kneeling to look at you.
"Man, you are so big and beautiful. You look just like your Mom," he says . No,
you look like him you think, frowning. He takes you over to the piano to sit.
"I miss you, Dad. Why don't you come see me?" you ask. This is why you ca me.
Don't let him distract you.
"Why don't we just hang for a little while?" He spins you around and opens
up the piano. Oh right, you forgot Dad can play. He runs his finger over the yellowed
keys, and plays a song so familiar that you lean into the music trying to remember.
He sings the lyrics, For so long, it was you I prayed. This frustrates you more. That he
knows what it is, and you feel that he expects you to join in. You ball your fist inside
your jacket. He nudges you urging you to sing along.
"You aren't sick, you just don't want to see me," you say, slamming your hands
on the keys . The sound echoes on, and on, and even in the silence you hear it. You
stop staring at the piano keys, and into Dad's face. Tears are falling and you feel sick.
Without thought you hug his limp body.
"Dad, Dad I'm sorry if you're sick it's OK, it's OK."
"I'm an addict," he sniffs.
"An addict," you say, unsure. The news once talked about addicts, but the
pictures and the people they showed didn't look like Dad. No, Dad didn't have missing
teeth, or look, well he didn't look too dirty.
"Yes, to drugs. I'm here at this program trying to get better, the shelter provides
an addiction program," he takes your hand.
"So after, you can just stop, right?" you ask, hopeful.
"I hope so, but I've done this a lot honey."
"Why can't you just quit then?"
He struggles for an answer. "It's like how you love cake, and even though it's
bad for you, you still eat it, even though you stop sometimes, you will always want
that cake," he finishes weakly. You would give up cake if you could see him. No cake
is th at good .
"You love cake more," you say to Dad.
"No. I hate the cake, I love you more , but it is very hard for the body to not want
it." He starts crying again. You don't know what to do, and you barely understand.
You want to go home, and you wish that you never came, or learned about stupid
cake.
"OK, Dad," you say crying a little too. You hug each other. He helps you up and
gives you a gift. An early birthday card. Two months early. One last hug.
You walk over to Mom who nods at your dad. As the door closes behind you,
the piano plays, and you remember one line from the song. There's a ribbon in the
sky for our love.
You fall asleep in the car the melody of the piano stuck in your head. Aaron
opens the car door to carry you inside. The warmth of his chest eases your growing
headache.
"Was it OK?" he asks Mom.
"I'm not sure, she didn't talk much after. Aaron , maybe it was too early, maybe
I should have told her myself." Mom chokes up. Tears wet your eyes and you know
Aaron will feel it soon.
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"This was never going to be easy," he says, kissing her. He takes you upstairs
and kneels at your bed. He doesn't leave.
"Dad, is it OK if we don't have cake at my birthday party?"
"Yeah of course, you have anything else in mind?"
"I don't know."
You squeeze his hand, and wonder if he would ever love cake more than you
too.
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Down by the Highway
Berlin J. Mair

WE'VE BEEN IN THE CAR ALL DAY, BUT I DON'T MIND IT. THERE 'S THE
sharp ache of a cramp in my leg, but I like falling asleep against the window, even
though the rattling gives me headaches. I like being a passenger, looking up at the
big, dark trees against the pale white-gray of the sky while we drive.
Th e radio's on, but not too loud. It's the Rolling Stones' "Ruby Tuesday," just
loud enough to keep its head above the wet rush of tires on the road.
The highway merged a while back down to just two lanes, and aside from a
white pickup maybe fifty yards up ahead, there hasn't been another car in thirty
mi les.
It's the tail end of June but it's still chilly here, with all the mist hanging heavy in
the air and the cold dark of the woods on either side. Chilly enough that goosebumps
pebble up on my bare knees, and I still have to wear a sweatshirt in the car. Chilly
enough to pull my hands all the way in the sleeves and ball the cuffs up in my fists.
I'm glad I don't have to drive.
I could drive-just a couple days shy of nineteen, on this trip-but Mom doesn't
let me drive her car. Not because I'm a bad driver, it's just that she gets nervous
about it still, and she yells at me from the passenger seat like she did when I first got
my permit.
So Mom does all the driving, but that's okay, because I like looking up at the
sky and taking pictures out the car window.
We've been riding along in the smooth groove of 65 mph until the car jerks off
to one side for a second and Mom says, " Is that a dog?"

Mothers don't daydream about leaving. They don't get stars in their eyes thinking
about packing their eight year olds in the back of an old Volvo, hitting 1-80, and not
looking back.
Mothers don't want to run away. But whenever we drove on the freeway my
mom would get this cagey look about her, staring too long at the exits to Reno and
Cheyenne, lik e one day she might just turn left towards Vegas and drive until we reach
the Strip.
The Volvo was like this: scratched white paint, drippy rust stains down the side,
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worn, brown upholstery, and third-hand. Two doors, so Mom had to pull the front seat
forward so I could get in back after school. Women in other towns had fiances, first
houses, and college degrees. My mom had the Volvo. It was the only car she didn't
give a name.
"Why don't we go for a drive?" she said, and I leaned my head against the cool window.
It was October.
We drove under traffic lights hung over intersections on wires, through West
Valley , past Kearns High School and Airport 2. Until there were no more houses, on ly
fields of sage brush and rabbits. Which wasn't as far as you'd think.
"What if we kept driving?" my mom said. "What if we went over the mountains,
and went to Nevada?"
"We could do that," I said , and it was in that moment that my heart began aching
for it, for the long drive to a part of the desert I'd never seen.
My mom savored it for a moment, the id ea, and I held onto my hopes for it the
way she held onto her breath. But then she said, "We don't have any spare clothes ."
Spare clothes were nothing, less than dust in the face of adventure. Just the
thought was enough to bury its roots behind my eyes until all I could see was leaving,
until I had eyes only for the open road. But my mother was not someone you argued
with, so I didn't.
Still, we headed on towards the copper mine, toward the mountains, and I did
my homework on my knees , pencil wearing through the paper in the gap between my
chicken legs. We drove until we reached the mouth of Butterfield Canyon.
The Volvo shuddered, grumbled, clicked when my mom let it rest, and all
around us trees towered overhead, leaves al l yellow and purple and orange.
"Do you still have those granola bars in your backpack?" she said, and I
salvaged two or three from underneath my library books, with a dented apple juicebox , lukewarm and barely expired. "Good," she said, and started the car again .
She drove with a granola bar between her teeth like a cigar, her long, brown
hair up in a ponytail, and her sweatshirt in the passenger seat. She was in just a
T-shirt, her Black Flag T-shirt with the hole in the shoulder, but she rolled the window
down for a second anyway to let in the smell of rocks, and dirt, and wood fires.
When the sky got to be a sort of murky blue and the half moon was dusted
above the mountain peaks, we parked up on a ridge, far from the lights of the valley.
Outside of the car, breathing the air in fresh and deep, Mom lifted me up onto the
trunk , and pushed herself up beside me.
Sitting out there on the car, the night became unavoidable. The sky went black,
but there were so many stars you could hardly call it dark . My mom didn't know many
constellations, but I pointed out the Big Dipper, just like they'd show us in school.
I tucked my chin into my chest and buried my nose in the sleeve of Mom's
sweatshirt to keep it warm. It was a school night.
We made the drive home in a haze of our own headlights and whatever was on
the radio. That was the first time.

I'm pushing myself up in my seat to scan the dirt and weeds at the side of the road,
and Mom's pull ing over, saying, "How'd a dog get out here? I hope somebody didn't
leave him."
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I'm still not seeing anything along the tree line, but she gestures a little further
up, and then I can see it, and, "It's not a dog, it 's a baby deer."
The car ticks as it cools down, and we sit silent inside, strain ing our necks to
see as far past the dashboard and the hood of the car as we can.
The fawn is alone, head bent to the ground, nose rustling in the long, damp
grass. It's just a tiny thing, could've been a small dog, if it had been one. The size of
a small hunting dog, maybe, like a beagle or a terrier or something, but it's all skinny,
bony legs like twigs and its neck no wider than the span of my hand. It's got fur the
color of copper, and white spots all splattered down its back .
I ease the door open as quiet as I can manage. The little deer fl icks his ears
but doesn't lift his head, and I creep out of the car. I crouch right down to the ground
to make myself as small as possible, and inch closer on my hands and feet, knees all
bent up like a toad .
I don't want to push my luck, so I stop maybe a dozen yards in front of it,
stopping with my knees grinding into the dirt, broken sticks digging in my skin and
wet leaves sticking to my shoes.
The air is cold enough that my breath comes out in white puffs, and when the
baby deer lifts his head , the air streams out of his nose too .

Every Sunday after that first time my mom would say, "Let's go for a drive," always,
even when when it had become a given, and there were only so many directions we
could go . North was my favorite.
North was the only direction we could drive for hours without running into
mountains. About an hour along that highway all traces of the city stuttered to a stop,
leaving us in the midst of cattle and warning signs that said, Last fuel for 40 miles.
That stop was Exit 92 off the 1-84 , and the sign said, 92 to Eden.
Eden was the only thing left until the Idaho border, somewhere between a town
and a truck stop, with a gas station and just a handful of open businesses. One of
those businesses was the dairy.
The dairy was a big old thing, had walls made of corrugated aluminum and
probably ten or eleven flavors of ice cream made fresh every morning. We must
have gone to the dairy near a dozen times before my ninth birthday, but the cherry
chocolate chip was so good that we never did try them all. North was my favorite
direction.

Mom's car door opens, and I can hear her shoes scraping on the pavement until she
steps down into the dirt a little ways back. The fawn watches the both of us with his
big, black eyes, blinking and chewing on grass. He's young enough that he doesn't
fear humans just yet.
Cars rush past every now and then along the highway, but I don't move, just
kneeling there on the ground while the deer picks his way through clumps of clover,
pulling off flowers with his flat teeth . I reach around my ne ck for my camera , but it's
not there. I'd taken it off in the car earlier, when we stopped to eat. I could go back for
it, but the deer might be gone by the time I get back. It's not worth the risk.
Behind me Mom's whispering, cooing, and marveling over the fawn, and I have
to fight the urge to shush her. She loves animals, I know that better than anyone,
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but most of them don't like her, not the wild ones anyway. Yesterday when we were
hiking I'd held a finger to my lips and pointed to the bushes where a garter snake was
stirring in the underbrush.
"What?" she'd said, too loud, and I'd said softly, "There's a snake."
"Oh where, where?"
The trail cut through a forest of massive trees, and by the time she'd settled
down enough to actually look where I was pointing the snake had disappeared under
a tangle of roots.
Again and again I've told her, "You've gotta relax, or you're never gonna see
anything."
Of course she's doing the same thing now. She couldn't even handle the snake,
let alone a baby deer, I should've known.
But this time I don't try to quiet her, because it's only a matter of time before
the deer sprints back into the woods anyway, back to its mother.
Mom's saying, "What if it runs out into the road?" but I'm ignoring her because
it's a moot point. I'd be devastated seeing that little stick body get crushed by a car
or a semi, but it's all we can do to watch.

My mom doesn't say "I love you."
What my mom says is, "I love how Bruce Springsteen is so honest. Like, Bon
Jovi is all, 'I'll pull the stars from the sky for you,'-and I mean, you know how I love
Bon Jovi-but that doesn't mean anything. But Bruce Springsteen's like, 'You ain't a
beauty but hey, you're alright,' and that doesn't sound as romantic but think about
it, that 's so honest."
And I'd sit in the backseat and nod, and say, "Yeah, I understand," but I didn't.
I was eight years old, I didn't know a thing about romance, and I sure didn't care.
My mom doesn't say "I love you," but she did teach me all about music, and
that was three times as good anyway.
By the time I was eight she'd taught me how to recognize the difference
between John Lennon and Paul McCartney's voices, and how to tell a Led Zeppelin
song within the first twenty seconds of play on the radio. She helped me mold my
fingers into the "rock on" symbol, and she said, "Every time you hear The Rolling
Stones, you do this."
Those weekend drives were no different. Every Sunday we had a car stereo and
hours of nothing better to do than work our way through her CD collection so I could
learn the essentials.
It started with Bruce Springsteen. Every one of his songs, from "Thunder Road"
to "We Shall Overcome" sounds like my mom saying, "This is our version of church,"
as we drove toward the mountains, every Sunday like clockwork, or religion. The only
hymns I ever learned.

But the fawn doesn't make any move toward the road. Instead he lifts his head and
turns toward us, ears perked up. He stretches out his long neck and cries out, all
small and soft.
Mom is whispering more insistently behind me, but I tune her out, watching
the little deer stumble our way on his spindly legs.
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It cries out again, not at me, but at something behind me.
I can feel it as much as I hear it, then, big, hot breaths on the back of my neck.
I stay stock still, breathing in and out with the same rhythm. Mom's finally gone silent.
Slowly, I tilt my head to the side, and meet the wide, dark eye of the doe as she
huffs against my neck, blowing my hai r over my shoulder.

Out of anywhere we drove, Mom seemed to like west most, and we went that way
more than any way else.
That was how we came to find the canyon, with all its Aspen trees, and caves
guarded by barbed wire fences we were both small enough to slip under.
We wandered along property with boundaries unknown, owned by people we'd
never meet. Scraping my knees and getting my sneakers splattered with mud, I always
hoped we'd find dinosaur bones out there, hidden among the weeds. We never did.
Late the next spring, we did come upon a river to follow, and at the riverside
there were the bones of a fox that had died during the winter, all yellow-white and
picked clean by birds, and coyotes, and other foxes.
"Can I bring this home?" I said, cradling the skull in my hands, and my mom
said, "No, put that thing down. You could get sick ."
My hands still lingered as I put it back in the dirt, tracing the curve of the
empty eye sockets, and she said, "All the trash you pick up, you're like a raccoon."
"That'd be cool, to be a raccoon," I said, lighting up, and she sighed.
"Well you're not. so let's not bring any more trash home ." I didn't tell her about
the rocks worn smooth by the river in my left shoe, or the brown speckled feather in
my pocket. "Let's head back to the car."
On the drive home I hummed along to the music and sat up straight, looking
out the window.
"Maybe next Sunday we'll find real fossils," I said, thinking past the next week
of school until our next drive, the next time we went to my mother's church.
"Yeah, we'll see," she said. "Maybe next Sunday."

I drop the doe's gaze quick, glancing down her long, tan shoulder, down to her hoof
pawing in the dirt. She bumps her cold nose against my neck and I don't dare take
another breath.
She lifts her head and I keep my eyes on her hooves as she backs up. The fawn
cries again and the doe and I both turn to look at him.
She blinks once, slow, and trots toward him.
I fall backwards in the dirt and scramble to my feet as she nuzzles the baby's
head. I look over at Mom and she jerks her head toward the car. My door is still
hanging open, at the edge of the highway.
I move back slow, careful not to meet the doe's eyes again. She watches us go.
The inside of the car is damp and a few mosquitos have found their way in,
fluttering their ugly clear wings against the windows.
I watch the doe and her fawn sprint up into the cover of the woods as we get
back on the highway, and then I'm staring up at nothing but trees for another fifty
miles, winding through the thick silence of the mountains. Nothing but the trees and
all the things living in the cool blue shadows between them, just out of view until they
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wander to the side of the road like a stray dog. I keep my eyes fixed out the window,
and watch for them .
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Attachment
Sarah Mulroe

MY MOTHER PASSED AWAY WHEN I WAS ONLY EIGHT YEARS OLD, BUT
throughout her lifetime she suffered from both chronic depression and bipolar
disorder. She was hospitalized for these mental illnesses, in addition to postpartum
depression, three weeks after I was born . It was severa l months before she recovered
and was released from the hospital , during which time I had formed an emotional
bond, an attachment, to my father.
There are different types of attachment between people, such as secure and
insecure. Secure attachment, sign ified by an individual's functionality when their
attachment is absent, can lead to confidence in the bonds or relationships formed
throughout a lifetime. Insecure attachment, signified by a lack of functionality during
their attachment's absence, is another story. Insecure attachment is what can lead
to separation anxiety in a parent-chi ld relationship, and this early development of
attachment issues and separation anxiety between parent and child may span into
adulthood and influ ence the child 's ability to form other platonic, familial, or romantic
relationships in the future. Psychologists have studied several different correlating
factors to a child's formation of insecure attachment . These factors include physical
abuse, emotional neglect, neglect of the child's basic needs, and death or mental
illness of the maternal figure, especially cases involving chronic depression.
When my mom passed away, it happened very suddenly. It was unexpected.
Whenever we talk about it, my dad mentions how this was one of the hardest parts
about losing my mom-there wasn't much time to say goodbye.
In September of 2004, my mom tripped and fell, skinning her knee pretty
badly. After a few days, she still felt soreness in her leg, so she called her doctor who
prescr ibed her something that should have balanced with the other medications she
was taking.
Only, it didn't, and this was when she started to get sick. She was hospitalized
a week or two later because her oxygen levels were dangerously low. When my dad
and I would go visit her, it'd be scary to see the clear tubes wrapped around her face
and stick in g up her nose, helping her breathe. We'd visit her after school, and I'd cling
to my dad's side as she'd ask me about my day. This became a routine. We'd visit my
mom two or three times a week, and on the days my dad worked, I'd stay over at my
grandma's house .
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But like everything else in life, things changed. Her oxygen levels kept dropping
lower and lower, and the doctors didn't know what was causing it. It was during one
of my after-school visits that they had to t ransfer her to the ICU. I didn't even know
what the ICU was, but I could only imagine it meant things were bad . Now, I realize
what horrible timing it was, for the doctors to transfer her when I was there to witness
it. I' m sure neither my mother nor my father wanted that for their little girl; to stand
in the blaring white hallway, leaning aga inst the wall across from my mom's room as
the nurses and doctors rushed in. To hear her moan and whine in pain as they lifted
her from her hospital bed to a gurney, and to feel my dad cringe next to me each time
she cried out.
She spent the rest of her life in that ICU, with a giant oxygen mask st rapped to
her face that was now doing all the breathing for her.
It was a night early in November, about a month since my mom was hospitalized,
when I was staying overnight at my grandma's house. We we re watching TV in the
basement when the phone rang. It was my dad. Usually, my grandma would talk to
him for a minute or two before handing me the phone to tell my dad goodnight, but
this time she st ood up from the couch and started walking toward the stairs. When
she reached the stairs, she pulled the phone away from her ear and looked at me.
"I need you to stay downstairs while I talk to you r dad, OK?" she told me.
"OK," I said, hardly bothered by this, turning back to the TV If only I had known
that my grandma was marching up those stairs so she could react to hearing my dad
mutter the words "brain dead" without me seeing.
The next morning, my grandma told me we were going to visit my mom before
she took me to school, which was how I knew it was the end. When we got to the
hospital, everyone was there already, my aunt and uncles in blue scrubs. Th en I saw
my dad standing behind them in the same blue scrubs, his eyes red and his cheeks
wet. It was the first time I'd ever seen him cry.
We were all supposed to say our goodbyes, so one by one each family member
stood next to her hospital bed, whispering "I love you's" to someone who probably
couldn't even hear them anymore . My dad and I were last. We were left alone in the
room to say goodbye together. My dad did the talking. I couldn't tell you exactly what
he said, but I can tell you that as he spoke, a tear rolled down my mother's face.
How truly twisted that must be, to hear and understand the final loving words of your
husband , while also understanding that you're about to die.
I don't think it's much more twisted than what I thought and what I was feeling
though. I loved my mom, but it felt like I hardly knew her. She was physically there at
times, but mental ly and emotionally? It 's like she was never there at all. So, part of
me , as sickening and horrible as it sounds, was grateful that it was her and not my
dad. He'd always been the one I'd run to when something was wrong, the one I'd turn
to for comfort. He was my parent, my caregiver, and as we left the hospital room and
I took one last look over my shoulder as the nurses entered the room, I squeezed my
dad 's hand tighter, knowing it was just me and him now.
Separation anxiety is a mental disorder diagnosed in children who become
fearful or nervous being separated from a parent, whom the child has commonly formed
an attachment with. This condition is most common and natural for young children
between eight and fourteen months old , but can develop through childhood and into
early adolescence. Symptoms of separation anxiety disorder in children include:
unrealistic fear that harm will come to the caregiver if the child leaves, unrealistic fear
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that harm will come to the child if the caregiver leaves, refusal to attend school to stay
with the careg iver, headache and stomachache when going to schoo l, bed wetting,
refusal to sleep if the caregiver is not present or in close proximity, nightmares of
being separated, and fear of being alone.
The week after my mom died I refused to sleep if my dad wasn 't in the room .
He'd tuck me in by telling me a story and pulling my blanket up to my chin before
leaning down and kissing me on the forehead. As he'd turn to leave, I'd immediately
start to cry, tears streaking my red face as I sat up and cried for him to come back,
and of course he always would.
" I'm just going to be in the othe r room. I'm right here," he'd assure me, but it
wasn't enough.
So he'd lie down on the purp le, shaggy carpet of my bedroom floor next to my
bed. I'd hand him my round Barney pillow, shaped like Barney's dinosaur head with
his dinosaur face on it, and he'd curl up with it to fall asleep as best he could on his
daughter's bedroom floor. He'd leave after waking up and finding that I fell asleep
each night, back to the now empty bed in his own room, but it 'd take a while because
he always fell asleep before me. I'd stare at the green, glow-in-the -dark stars pressed
to my ceiling as I li stened to his soft-that gradual ly became heavy-snoring. It was
a sound that comforted me, a sound that told me my dad was right there beside me;
not going anywhere. With that in mind, I'd drift to sleep.
Eventually, my dad no longer stayed in my room, fitfully sleeping on the floor
until I fe ll asleep, and soon I wasn't even at home half those nights. Now having on ly
a s in gle parent, I' d have to stay at my grandparents' house a lot. My dad would drop
me off with my overnight bag stuffed with pajamas and my school uniform . He'd hand
it to my grandma, my mom 's mother, before squatting down and pu ll ing me into a
long hug, promising me he'd call me before school the next morning and that he'd
see me in three days. I'd be reluctant to let go-tightening my grip around his neck
and burying my face in his shou lder-when he'd pull away. I'd wa t ch with my nose
pressed to the cold glass of the window as he walked down the f ive concrete steps to
the red car parked on the street in front of the house. As soon as the car pulled away,
I'd turn to my grandma and tell her I had to use the bathroom as I walked past her,
through the bright, yellow kitchen, and to the bathroom with the wooden sliding door.
It wasn't until that wooden door was pulled closed and I heard the si lver meta l clink
as I twisted the lock that I let the tears fall.
Then I'd stand in front of the mirror above the sink, watching my eyes grow red
and puffy and ho lding down my choked sobs with a hand pressed to my mouth so my
grandparents wouldn't hear me cry. All I kept thinking about was how badly I wanted
to go home, to be with my dad. I did this every time my dad dropped me off at my
grandparents'. It'd take a wh il e to finally stop crying. Sometimes I'd be locked in the
bathroom for almost twenty minutes, but my grandparents never noticed, even if I'd
gone through half a roll of toilet paper wiping my eyes and blowing my nose. Only once ,
after I'd been in the bathroom for over half an hour, did my grandma say something.
"Are you OK?" she asked when I walked back into the kitchen.
"Yeah," I said as I sat in the kitchen chair next to her, not looking at her.
"Are you sure? You were in there for a really long time."
"Yeah. I'm fine."
I was far from fine, but I knew there was nothing anyone could do that would fix
that. I knew I couldn't go home. I knew I couldn't be with my dad.
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Separation anxiety is a condition mostly observed in children, and only recently
in the late 9Os was adult separation anxiety reported as a disorder. As an adult, the
individual may continue to present symptoms of attachment and separation anxiety
to the parent or caregiver, but at this stage it is more common to see this attachment
in other relationships, like friendships or, more significantly, romantic relationships.
Adult separation anxiety disorder shows similar symptoms as the children's disorder,
the most prevalent signs being the constant avoidance of being alone, extreme fear
or anxiety when being separated from the attachment, and fear that something will
happen to their loved ones. It's odd that the adult version of the condition wasn't
recognized until the new millennium had almost been met, because studies show
that adult separation anxiety has become the more common of the two. About seven
percent of adults in the U.S. will face some form of adult separation anxiety, while
only about four percent of children suffer from the disorder.
Often, individuals diagnosed with adult separation anxiety disorder do not
show signs during childhood and see it first develop in the adult stages. However,
about one-third of individuals diagnosed with separation anxiety disorder during
childhood will be diagnosed with adult separation anxiety disorder as an adult.
When my dad started working nights, I was thirteen or fourteen, well past the
age where children's separation anxiety was a plausible excuse for my extreme fear of
being home alone all night. My anxieties of being separated from him still hadn't gone
away. It was the first night. He'd told me goodnight at my bedroom door and switched
the light off before heading to the front door of the house to leave for work . I listened
as the door opened then closed, and I could hear the doorknob jingling as he twisted
it left and right to make sure it was locked before he truly left.
When the jingling stopped it got very quiet in the house, besides the sound
of the refrigerator humming in the kitchen and my alarm clock ticking. That's when I
realized I was really alone. For a while, I laid absolutely still in the dark. I was afraid
to move, to shift even just slightly if it meant making the bedsprings creak or rustling
the covers. My eyes started to droop after a while, and my muscles sort of relaxed as
the idea of being alone grew less and less scary. I was just beginning to fall asleep
when a stream of light shone through my window, directly over my eyes. Stupid street
lights. Thinking it was an easy fix, I tried turning over on my side facing away from the
window, but I couldn't fall asleep. I tossed and turned for what felt like hours, until I
couldn't take it anymore.
Throwing the covers off and looking at the window, I saw that the light was
shining through the slight crack where the two sides of the green curtains met.
"Stupid curtains," I muttered to myself as I took a fistful of curtain in each
hand and pulled them together.
Only, out of frustration, I yanked the curtains too hard and accidentally pulled
the curtain rod off the wall. The shutters rattled as the curtains slipped to the floor
off the sides of the rod that I had caught in my arms .
"What did I do?" I mumbled to myself, fighting off tears. I just wanted to go to
sleep . Why was that so much to ask? Why was it so hard?
I called my other grandma, my dad's mother. who I called Nana, hoping she
could calm me down.
"What's wrong, babe?" she asked.
I loved when Nana called me babe. She was never that affectionate of a woman,
but when you were sick or something was wrong, her maternal instincts would kick in.
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Babe was a sign of her love, plus it made me feel like a little kid again. It's one of the
things I miss the most about her, and at the time it was much needed comfort, next
to the comfort I could get from my dad.
"You 're just nervous," she said after I'd explained that I couldn't sleep. "You're
upset because your father isn't home."
I realized she was right .
It would take several months, about two or three years, to adjust, to get a good
night's sleep when my dad wasn't home. Sometimes, I'd even sleep on my neighbor's
couch because I just couldn't take being in that house all alone. It wasn't until I was
in high school that I really got used to it, and maybe that was because I was in high
school. I was getting older, spending less time with my dad and more time alone in my
room, playing the role of the brooding teenager nicely. Being home alone-something
I'd once dreaded and hated-quickly became something I loved and craved.
One specific type of adult separation anxiety disorder is parental separation
anxiety. This condition is a response to separation between the parent and the child
and possibly the child's increasing independence. In many cases, the children of
parents with parental separation anxiety may have their own form of separation
anxiety, and the two sides of the relationship may feed off each other's anxieties.
Symptoms of parental separation anxiety often include anxiety caused by being apart
from the child, the feelings of imminent or pre-existing loss, and frustration
stemming from not being closer to the child. In adolescence particularly, parents
typically grow anxious by the distancing of their child, and the most prevalent
anxiety caused by this distance is found in the father-daughter relationship.
My freshman year of college I made a group of friends who, like with many of
my other friends growing up, I had grown attached to. We were all in the same writing
class, and oftentimes we'd hang out for a few good hours after class, the six of us
grabbing dinner and huddling around one of the round tables in the corner of the
deserted student lounge. Class didn't end until five, so on Thursdays I'd usually be on
campus until seven or eight o'clock with what I referred to as my "writer friends," and
then I'd catch a night train home where my dad would be anxiously waiting for me .
One Thursday, I lost track of time. It was past nine o'clock. There was no way
I'd be home before he left for work, so I texted him and let him know. Since at this
point I was nineteen years old and allowed to have a social life and stay out late when
I wanted to because I was nineteen, my dad merely responded, "OK."
The next morning, still lying asleep in bed, I thought I heard a noise-a very
close noise. Peeking out through a hole from under the covers I could tell it was
morning because it was dark in my room, but I could see streaks of morning sunlight
bouncing off the wall opposite the window. Peeking out from under the covers, I could
also tell that there was a man standing over my bed.
I was milliseconds away from letting out the loudest scream I could muster,
when the dark silhouette shifted and I could hear the clanking of pocket change that
was characteristic of my father's work pants. I closed my scream-ready mouth shut
and stared at him through the hole in the covers. I expected him to tap on me and try
to wake me up, but he just stood there, staring.
"What the hell are you doing?" I wanted to ask, but before I could, I realized I
already knew what he was doing. He was checking up on me, thinking I hadn't made
it home, even though I'd texted him at work the night before when I had.
He stood there for another minute or so, and I lay there breathing deeply so the
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covers would continue to move up and down, letting him think I was still asleep. When
he walked away, I continued to lay in bed, shocked at the alarming fear he had for my
safety. It was almost to the point where it would be considered unhealthy.
Who was I kidding? His attachment and the anxieties to go along with it were
already unhealthy; but how cou ld I pass judgement when I've been caught making the
same mistakes? Those writer friends I'd grown so attached to? I'd lost contact with all
of them within the year, all except one. I'd grown so attached to this group of friends, and
therefore developed such a strong fear of losing them, that I pushed too hard. I pushed
them away by trying to force them to stay, texting them to hang out when they'd clearly
lost interest, but doing the same thing the next week, and the next week, until my way
of preventing my fear had ironically caused my fear, as is most cases with individuals
showing signs of adult separation anxiety.
Recently, I was in that same student lounge where I'd meet with my writer
friends, and, maybe to be a masochist, I even sat at the exact same table we'd sit at
each week, this time all alone. Th e table faced the sta irs that lead into the room, so
each time I heard the door swing open or feet trampling down the steps, I'd look up
from the journal I was writing in, out of habit, expecting it to be one of my friends. But
it was never anyone I knew, maybe a girl buying a soda from the vending machine
before heading back upstairs. I'd hear the door slam shut once the person was gone
and I'd be alone again.
Sitting there, I couldn't help but question what had happened, even though I
knew the answer. Life had happened. In life, people change, they move away, they
get a new job that takes up all their time , they stop wanting to be your friend, they
lose interest, or they just no longer see the point; but I still saw the point. I was still
hanging on, even when it was just an empty booth next to me and across the tablemy only company being the memory of what was.
John Bowlby argued that the relationship between parent and child becomes
the model for the child in forming all their relationships throughout their lifetime.
This would be especially evident in building friendships and romantic relationships,
and it became especially true for me. With my writer friends, I had taken the same
actions I'd take with my dad by being overeager or "clingy"-a word also used to
describe any of my romantic attempts with a boy. It was only with one boy I met a
few months later, or a man rather, that I somehow hadn't screwed up yet.
I met him while working at one of my first jobs. Seeing that he was the first
romantic conquest to share the same feelings I had, it was no surprise that I would
become attached, but it wasn't the most ideal choice , not by a long shot. He was
several years older than me, but that didn't seem to matter as long as he didn't
mind. He had kissed me while we were alone in his apartment together and he asked
me not to tell my dad (even though I later did tell my dad), but that was fine as long
as he was going to kiss me again . He couldn't give me a relationship, something
I'd fantasized about and always wanted, but that didn't matter as long as he would
spend time with me. I'd lost my virginity to him, but it was OK because it was the
closest I would ever get to him , knowing we'd never be together; I needed him, and I
needed a reason to keep him from walking away. He was someone I cared about more
deeply than I would ever let him know, but it wasn't as important as staying quiet and
keeping one of my closest friends.
Knowing it couldn't be something that would last, I told myself from the
beginning not to get attached, but that's not something that's really in a person's
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control. I find myself asking this question a lot lately: is it possible to miss someone
before they're gone? I think so, because I already see it happening. I'll wear his shirt
to sleep, wondering when I'll have to give it back. I'll be lying in his bed, wondering
if it'll be the last time I'll be there. I'll stare at our messages on my phone, trying to
imagine what it'll be like when I don't hea r from him every day; when we talk to each
other maybe once a week, then once a month, and then not at all.
There was a day this past summer, when I had spent the majority of it with this
guy friend that I wished was more than just a friend. I was driving him home from my
house on a Sunday night. I pulled into the empty parking lot of the closed bank behind
his house to drop him off. I put the car in park and sighed, not wanting him to leave,
to say goodbye. I never wanted to say goodbye.
"What's wrong?" he asked, for at that point he'd gotten to know me well enough
to know when something was wrong.
"I just don't know when I'm going to see you again," I said, gripping the steering
wheel tightly.
"You'll see me soon enough . You've seen me plenty over the last few weeks,"
he said, pausing as he looked out the windshield. "Besides, that'll change eventually.
People get tired of me after a while."
You'll be the one who's tired of me, I thought, but never voiced.
"I won't get tired of you," I said instead, honestly.
"I've heard that before," was his bitter response.
When I didn't respond to this , but continued to pout. he reached for my hand,
taking it from the steering wheel and placing the back of it to his lips; his thick beard
tickling my skin. It was such an intimate gesture, I couldn't help but smile.
"You'll see me soon," he promised as he kissed me again on the lips and got
out of the car.
I cried on the drive home.
I always cried on the drive or train ride home, knowing there'll be a time when
I won't be traveling to and from his place anymore, after he gets tired of me. The
thought made me physically ill, revealing just how attached I had gotten, which only
made me feel worse.
I had gone against many of my desires and morals, because I had become
attached to a man in our non-existent romantic relationship and I feared he'd disappear,
just like the rest of them. I feared he'd one day be gone, just like my dad feared me not
being in my bed when he got home from work, or me fearing what would happen to my
dad if he weren't sleeping next to me on my bedroom floor. My dad and I shared this
separation anxiety from each other and fed off each other's worries. It'd been there
through most of our relationship; only as I started to get older it began to fade for
me. Now my own anxieties had spread to my friends and romantic interests because
that's the model I had learned, while my dad's anxiety remained stuck on me, the
strongest relationship he'd had since his wife died.
He surprised me one day though. It was the morning after I had first kissed my
friend. After I'd confessed that I had kissed a man nearly ten years older than me,
there was no "I won't stand for this young lady," or "not while you're living under my
roof. I forbid you to see him" like I had expected. I was shocked. I guess I was nineteen,
almost twenty. I was old enough to make my own decisions. Maybe he'd realized that
before even I had; after I'd forgotten the whole ordeal and while I was walking past
my dad in our kitchen where he stood in the open door of the fridge, he stopped me.
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"I want you to know that the situation makes me really nervous and I don't
know if I'm OK with it or not, bu t you are becoming an adult and if he's not using you
or anything like that, I'll trust that you're doing what you think is right."
It was touching and heartbreaking at the sam e t ime. He trusted me because I
was an adult now, I was growing up, and that 's what sort of broke my heart. I thought
it was my dad hanging on, but maybe it was me to o. Now, I didn't know wh o'd have a
harder time when our life togeth er would change, him or me .
With the assi st ance of exposure and behavi or therapy, it is hoped that
separation an xiety di so rder dissipates on its own, and therefore I hoped when the
time came-which it very poss ibly had already-for me to move out, move on, and
start my adult life, both my dad and I could watch our atta chm ents and an xieties fade
away together. Sure , there would be things we'd miss; you can be come more att ac hed
to the memories th an the peopl e th emse lves. It's being able to let go of the things
we become attached to that 's the hard part , but to truly m ove forward and be happy
again , it's so meth ing we must accept and learn to do.

Kins, Evie, Bart Soenens, and Wim Beyers. "'Why do they have to grow up so fast?' Parental Separation Anxie ty
and Emerging Adults' Pathology of Separation-Indiv iduation." Journal of Clinical Psychology (20 11). Web. 8 Apr.

2016.
Mattanah, Jona t han F., Bethany L. Brand, and Gregory R. Hancock. "Parental Attachment, Separation·
Individuation, and Co llege Student Adjustment: A Structural Equation Analysis of Mediational Effects.· Journal of
Counseling Psychology 51.2 (2004): 2 13-25. Web. 8 Ap r. 2016.
Mcleod. Saul. "Attachment Theory." Simply Psychology. N.p., 2009. Web. 12 M ar. 2016. http://www.
si m plypsych ology. erg/a ttachment. h tm I
Me, Merely. "Adult Separation Anxiety." HealthCentral. N.p., 10 June 2010. Web. 8 Apr. 20 16.
Toth, Sheree L., Dante Cicchetti, Fred A. Rogosch , and Melissa Sturge-Apple. " Maternal Depression, Children's
Attachment Security, a nd Rep resentational Deve lopment: An Organ1zat1onal Perspective." National Institutions
of Health 80. 1 (2010). Web. 9 Apr. 20 16.

Sa ra h Mulroe

71

Facts Underwater
Anna Moritz

FACT: THE MANATEE IS A MARINE MAMMAL FOUND MAINLY IN THE COASTAL
freshwaters of Southeastern America. They are extremely sweet and gentle creatures,
which I know because when I was sixteen, I got on a boat with half a dozen people,
and sailed out into the middle of Crystal River, Florida, where manatees swim freely
and happily all around. The water was so clear they were visible swimming along the
riverbed. As we traveled further down the river, a mother manatee and her calf swam
by side by side, two grey bodies gliding beneath the rippling surface.
When the boat came to a stop, everyone donned their wetsuits and jumped
into the sparkling water.
"It's freezing !" my mom sa id, smiling and over-dramatically chattering her teeth.
Mom had set the whole trip up, after finding out a diver friend of hers guided snorkeling
tours in the river. She had surprised me one morning with a brand new mask and
snorkel and a little note that had a manatee printed on it. As an avid lover of animals
and all things water, I was ecstatic to say the least. As a daughter realizing the trip was
more out of guilt than anything else, I was frustrated . The note came about two days
after she told me she got a job and we were moving to Orlando . Moving. Again.
"I mean, the wetsuit is mostly keeping me a good temperature . .. " I replied
unenthusiastica lly. I flipped onto my back and looked up at the rolling white clouds.
"I was kidding .... "
"I know."
We bobbed in the water, neither of us wanting to bring up the fact that this trip,
as fun as it was going to be, marked just another memory to make before we shipped
off to a new home.
"Which way do you want to swim first?" She pulled her mask on over her face.
It had a bright pink neoprene band-on loan from my sister.
"Uh ... ."

"I'm going to go with Judy," Mom said, nodding her head toward the nice
photographer lady she had met on the boat. "You want to come?"
"I think I'll stay in this area for a bit. Catch up with you later."
Mom frowned and swam away.
Morning sun pulsed through the swaying trees and crisp November air blew
through my overgrown hair. I had chopped it all off about three months prior, and now
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it was so long, wavy brunette locks kept poking me in the eyes. Finally I gave up and
just pushed my hair up, threw my mask on , and let my hair flop in front of the plastic.
I dipped my head underwater, snorkel poking out of the water like a stiff soldier,
and started kicking along just beneath the surface. Seaweed swayed in the current
and rocks sparkled under the sun's distorted rays. The river alone was beautiful and
shimmering and made of magic.
Then I saw the first manatee.
A giant. docile thing gliding through the water just ahead of me.
I was so entranced that when something brushed against my leg a second
later, I nearly leapt out of the water with fright. I turned my head to see another
sea cow (as manatees are often called) with its leathery grey skin glistening in the
turquoise water and a long white scar salient on its back. The scar was the last thing
I noticed, but the most vivid thing I remember about the encounter. It was narrow on
either end, about three inches wide in the center, and seven or eight inches in length.
And it was smooth. I couldn't feel it, but I could tell by the way the light rolled across
it. Some scars are obvious like that.
Fact: manatees are herbivorous and can eat a tenth of their own body weight
in under twenty-four hours. Their appetite is so voracious they have been used to
clear clogged Florida waterways of pesky aquatic weeds , like the floating waterhyacinth, an invasive species introduced to Florida in the 1880s . Sadly, manatees
are endangered due to their slow moving nature which makes it all but impossible to
avoid the quick, sharp blades of modern motorboats that pass overhead.
The first manatee I saw wasn't the only one with a scar. Almost every one of the
manatees had a similar white gash somewhere on them, sometimes two, three, even
four. Our boat guide had told us about how the blades of a motorboat's engine will
slice through a manatee's skin if they're not careful while driving, and unfortunately
a lot of people are not careful .
Humans could also be considered an invasive species. This is not a fact.
At sixteen, the biggest threat to my life wasn't motor boats or invasive species
or anything like that . It was having to move for the umpteenth time and once again
having to leave behind all that had become familiar. Sure, I was happy she found
work, but having had lost count of how many different houses, states , and countries
I had lived in the last two years, staying in Tampa with my grandma for the past
five months was a refreshing change of pace . Second only to my six-month stint in
Boston living with my older sister to finish up tenth grade. Although , I always knew
living in Boston was never going to be permanent , so I never rea lly let myself get
used to it.
Needless to say, I did not want to move again.
This seems trivial in comparison to having to dodge motorboats all the time,
but, hey, everyone's me lodramatic at sixteen.
I followed the manatee that had scared me out of the wide-open river and
into a much warmer and smaller pocket of Crystal River. It was some kind of spring
closed off from all sides by tall cyprus and palm trees. They reached high into the air,
blocking out huge swaths of the sky. All at once I was apart from everyone else in a
cozy little oasis. Even better was that the trees blocked my view of the houses along
the main river's edge. Not a dock or boat or human in sight.
It was there I found myself surrounded by half a dozen manatees all resting
quietly at the bottom of the twenty-foot-deep spring. With my head turned straight
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down, I kicked along to get a better sight of the little community down below. Green
algae floated up around the manatees and tiny, silver, tube-like fish darted past,
catching the light like lightning bolts pulsing in the water. Small bubbles floated out
of the manatees· nostrils, growing larger with every passing inch upwards to the
surface, reminding me that they are in fact creatures of air.
One perk of breathing air is that manatees can make sounds. Marine mammals
are known for their communication skills. Who doesn't know what a whale or dolphin
sounds like? Yet prior to that day, I had never so much as wondered what a manatee
sounded like. It's not something you would normally think about while going about
your day-to-day business. So I always assumed they were like fish and made no
sound at all. I was wrong. A manatee swam past me into the spring and as it sailed
above a sleeping manatee. it made a long high pitched chirp, not unlike the sound a
rusty door hinge makes when pried opened at the end of winter.
Fact: whales sing, dolphins squeak, and manatees chirp.
Humans yell. This could be considered a fact.
When Mom told me we were moving again, all I wanted to do was yell. To
scream and thrash and throw my stupidly expensive textbooks at the wall. But I
didn't. I asked, "Where?" and she said, "Orlando," and then I stood up, walked out of
the living room, and slammed the door to my grandma's guest bedroom. The whole
house shook. I think I scared my grandma.
There's a closet in that room that is about eight feet wide and three feet deepjust the right size for someone to sit in and stew. It has two wide, white bifold doors
that don't close all the way in the center anymore and when you sit inside without
the light on you can't help but stare at the beam of light that shines through the gap.
It's small and cozy and dark, but not too dark. I used to sit in there a lot. I yanked the
doors shut and sat on the carpet with my back against the wall and pulled my knees
to my chest. My face was hot and my eyes were misty and all at once I hated being
different. I hated being the kid who lived all over. Everyone else always told me it was
a privilege to have traveled so far, yet a\\ I wanted was to live somewhere long enough
to hang a painting on the wall.
I heard the hinges of the bedroom door squeak.
"Anna," Mom said. Her voice was low and soft.
I didn't respond.
"Anna ... "
"Go away," I spat.
"This is a good thing."
"How? We're just gonna end up leaving in three months anyway. Why don't we
just stay here and skip the step where we move all our stuff? Or maybe you can ship
me off to Ruthie's again."
She tried to pull the door open, but I held it shut with my feet. Then she kneeled
down and looked at me through the gap in the doors. Her face was blurry until I wiped
my eyes.
"We're not moving again after this . I promise."
"We both know that isn't true."
"Anna-"
"Go. Away."
She stood, slowly, and quietly left the room. I barely heard the soft click of the
door latching.
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Fact: manatees can only survive in warm waters and must migrate toward
Florida's warm Gulf Coast during the winters .
A manatee, who had been so still and quiet that I had mistaken it for a rock at
first, started to slowly float away from the bottom of the lake, moving as if in perpetual
slow motion. It gently ascended until only its nostrils poked above the surface. A
few seconds later it dragged its nose underwater and made the descent back to the
bottom , bubbles trailing overhead the whole way down. It sunk so gracefully it looked
to have fallen asleep.
Fact: manatees can remain underwater without surfacing for up to fifteen minutes
when resting. If they are swimming, however, they must surface every three to four minutes.
Strange to think that some animals evolved specifically to live in an environment they can't
even breathe in. No matter where I live, at least I have constant access to oxygen. It's kind
of important.
Thinking about air reminded me that , although I was breathing through a little
plastic tube, I was in fa ct underwater. So I surfaced, flicked my snorkel out of my
mouth, and took in the largest gulp of air I could manage. It tasted sweet, like orange
blossoms. Above the water, I looked out beneath the Spanish moss dangling from the
trees above. A group of people had found their way into my oasis, some in kayaks and
some swimming along not too far from me.
I took another deep breath .
I dove down.
The world became drenched in aqua tones. Light filtering through the surface
danced on the mossy rocks and through the murkier bits of water, where novice
swimmers had kicked up silt. Overhead, other people from the tour were still swimming
at the surface, breathing precious air through their snorkels with their faces pointed
straight down . A few meters away I could see my mom bobbing at the surface, chatting
away with Judy. I dove deeper underwater, and soon my lungs and ears began to feel
tighter, like my organs were wrapped in Saran Wrap that was being pulled tighter and
tighter and tighter. I wouldn't be able to hold my breath much longer.
Two manatees glided along directly below me. I pushed past a lone clump of
seaweed and stuck my hand out. We weren't allowed to touch the manatees, per se,
because the manatee protecti on people didn't want them to get too used to humans,
but if they came to us then that was all right. I let my hand float in front of me for as
long as I could until my chest started to collapse in on itself. I waited for them to swim
near me like one had earlier. They never came . The manatees swam further away and
I eventually had to give up and swim back to the surface to breathe. Unlike them I
couldn't hold my breath for fifteen minutes .
Fact: born underwater, a new calf's mother must bring it to the surface to take
its first breath. As with most mammals, newborns can 't survive on their own.
My mom was waiting for me at the surface. I hadn't noticed her swim over to
me, but she was smiling big and bright. I yanked my mask off and shook my hair out
of my eyes.
"What do you think?" she asked. I couldn't help but smile too. We have the
same smile, I've been told. Wide and toothy. The kind that fills up our whole face.
"It's bea utifu I."
"You know, we'll be able to do more things like this now that I'm working again,"
Mom said.
"Really?"
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"Yes ."
"That would be nice ..
"Why do you think I planned this trip?" she asked, her tone suddenly much
more serious.
"Because you felt bad about us moving again."
Mom's brow furrowed . " Is that what you think?"
I shrugged and looked out over the water. More manatees had migrated into
the spring and they looked like one big happy family suspended in the water.
"Anna, I planned this because I thought it would be fun. That's all. I wanted to
do something fun with my daughter and I wanted to show you what kinds of things we
can do now that we're settling down."
"We're really not moving again?"
"No," she said. "I'm getting a car and we're going to find a good apartment
and enroll you in school. . .. " She kept on listing things and my excitement kept on
growing. If we weren't treading water, I would have hugged her.
We swam around for another hour or so, then met up with the people from
our boat, boarded, and left the river. I remember the car ride home, watching out the
window at the trees as they got sparser and shorter as we drove back to my grandma's
house. The sky, which was clear and bright-an anomaly for Florida evenings-faded
to a soft orange that blazed through the Spanish Moss dangling down. It was peaceful.
The kind of calmness that only comes from spending an entire day in the water. And
the silence with my mom was peaceful too. The tension had dissipated.
Fact: manatees don't care where they live. As long as it's warm and they have
food, they can survive. It's a good outlook to have on life, because now that I'm older,
it's obvious that where I live doesn't really matter. Sure, settling down in one place
and feeling truly at home is a good way to soothe the soul, but my mom and I have
moved twice more since we saw manatees in Crystal River. And you know what? I
lived. I'm fine.
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Three Six Nine
Freddy-Mae AbiSamra

WHEN THE LEVEES BREAK FOR THE LAST TIME , WHEN THE CITY SIN KS
into the swamp, when the wetlands become the wet, when the bayou drinks the
towns , drinks the fishermen and lawyers and immigrants and saints , drinks Charity
and Xavier and Audubon and the Causeway, when the Krewes don't float. when the
shrimp and the pel icans and the crawfish choke on black gold , when my alma mater
is under water, when the chocolate city melts, when the nurses and the brass bands
and the Camellia white-coated waiters fall , when three six nine, the goose drinks
wine, the monkey chews tobacco on the streetcar line, when my childhood home
is flooded again, when the bodies of the hundred years' dead f loat up through the
marsh , ancient pirates sailing down Canal Street, when the tall yel low house that
withstood Katrina can't stand anymore, when the live oaks die, when my children's
children can't swing in Danneel Park, when gentrified Bywater is a gentrified pool,
when the river and the gulf take their revenge, when I don't know what home is, when
one home is across the world and one is twenty thousand leagues below, when I can't
step out of Louis Armstrong International and feel the comforting embrace of sticky
wet air, warm droplets clinging to my skin to claim me, moving through thick space ,
on the delic ious precipice of swimming , becoming cleansed in the summer rain, when
the crescent and the Cajun country sink deep into the gulf, when the boot falls to
pieces, when beads are wet with mud and beaks are full of rot, when Rebirth dies .
when Dr. John flatlines, when that godawful Mercedes-Benz Superdome sign goes
out, when the Mu ses join Poseidon , when the hospital my dad lived in closes, when
the lake levee where I went to play every weekend with my sisters, rolling down the
hill, climbing the little tree, when the lake levee drowns, I hope I'm already dead. The
line broke, the monkey choked, and they all went to heaven in a little row boat!
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Fragile Bones
Matt Hawkins

1948

SCIENTIST ALFRED KINSEY CONCLUDES THAT 37% OF

men have enjoyed homosexual activities at least once .
2002, fifty-four years later, someone accused me of being it for the first time in the
third grade. The class was divided on whether I was or was not. Of course I was sure
that I wasn't, and I hated that half of the class hated me for something that I hadn't
really even thought about yet.
A boy named Trey was the first to ca ll me it, gay . He did this at the lunch table;
everyone just sat and inhaled the ca rb on steaming off of his accusation. He said it
like it was a slow infection that would surely kill me and had the potential to spread
to other bodies all the way down to the opposing side of the table. Everyone leaned
away from me. He took his bag of mi lk , one of those plastic sacks that they give out
at the underfunded public schools in the south, and he began displaying what gay
people do by putting the straw in it and allowing the brown chocolate milk to spill out
onto his lunch tray. This was the first time I had really imagined my body on top or
under someone else's and probab ly the first time that I learned what gay people did .
It was disgusting.
The chocolate milk ran onto Trey's peanut butter sandwich and soaked into it
like a sponge after doing the dishes . And then he proceeded to eat it. Some of the kids
defended me, by assur in g that I was not gay, but most of them said nothing. However,
all of them imagined me as that milk sack, getting poked and prodded internally,
spilling out onto their lunch trays . Everyone ate everything on his or her plates . The
next day I stopped eating, almost completely, in an attempt to convince my mother
I was sick and cou ld not go back to school. I was afraid that I'd infect the other
children. I fasted for three days until I couldn't take it anymore . I was visibly slimmer
than I had been at the beginning of the week. Trey looked at me from across the table
triumphantly, like he had won something.

1952
The American Psychiatric Association declared homosexuality as a
sociopath ic personality disturbance.
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2008, fifty-six years later, a lanky boy named Matthew dared me to kiss him when we
were alone in his bedroom. And I did it, reluctantly of course. This was my first kiss ,
as it was presumably his as well. I jumped and pecked my lips to his in an instant.
However, I replay it in my mind to this day . We mashed our lips together like one of us
was going off to a world war or something and the train leaving the station was ripping
us apart. However, I didn't count it as my first kiss, it was just a dare. And it neither
felt right nor wrong It felt crazy, like a thousand bombs were going off inside of me,
killing everyone in a fifty-mile radius. It became hard to hide , so I began apologizing
for all of my destruction. I stopped going to Matthew's house after that day. I wonder
if he counts me as his first kiss? Perhaps he's completely forgotten about it?

President Dwight Eisenhower signs Executive Order 10450,
1953
banning homosexuals from working for the federal government or any of its
private contractors. The Order lists homosexuals as security risks, along with
alcoholics and neurotics.
2013 , sixty years later, I found myself in bed with another boy on my college swim
team. His name was Drake. We weren't supposed to have relationships with people
on the team or be involved with "swimcest," if you're familiar with the terminology.
But no one would find out because we were roommates.
Our beds were bunked and smashed into a corner of the room . I am convinced
that we occupied the smallest room on campus and the beds were stacked on top
of each other out of sheer necessity because there wasn't enough surface space to
have them side-by-side. I had the top bunk and he had the bottom. When I walked into
the room for orientation in mid-August, it was hot, and I saw Drake's muscular Greek
body visibly sweating as he hung up his poster of The Bell Jar. I imagined us combining
the beds to make one "megabed," even though I knew it would never happen. It wasn't
supposed to, and the dimensions of the room made it completely improbable, but this
didn't stop me from thinking about it. Throughout my freshman year, sometimes late
at night, I would imagine Drake on top of me while he was asleep. His hands would
be fumbling around and our sweat would mix and pool together like soda and vodka
on our bodies. I knew it would never happen and that's why I kept thinking about it.
He was a boy, a young man with a penis and I was too. Trey was still poking that bag
in the back of my mind .
I began acting on my fantasies in winter, by lightly touching him whenever
he said something stupid, by watching all of his favorite movies, by claiming that I
was "too drunk" to make it up to the top bunk and sleeping on the ground so I could
watch him fall asleep. We were getting dangerously close, like a candle next to the
curtains.
It finally happened when I was drunk, too drunk. It felt fake and impossible;
it felt like I was lucid dreaming, like I was possibly living for the first time, taking my
first breaths out of his mouth. He climbed into my bed and started kissing me. My lips
moved behind his as he taught me what to do. It felt daring, dangerous even, when we
kissed. Every time we wrestled around the mattress one of us would bump our heads
on the ceiling and then we'd laugh into each other's throats. We held hands after, but
when I woke up he was back in the bottom bunk. And we walked to our team breakfast
together silently, the next morning. It was spring, but it was still cold, our fingers
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turned purple. Our hands brushed on our way across the quad and he recoiled like a
snake with its fangs all drained. We sat at opposite ends of the table.

1962
Illinois becomes the f irst state to repeal its sodomy laws and
decriminalize homosexuality.
2014, fifty-three years later, Travis was a small, slim boy and I caught him at a party.
He had long hair down to his shoulder blades and often tied it up into a ponytail.
He was half-Chinese so I always told him he looked like Kimmy from The Rugrats. I
was drinking heavily at the party and I went over to him like a zookeeper would to a
bear cub, confident but cautious. He was shy at first and I asked him what his life
was like . He told me all of the places that he 'd lived and we learned that we were
actually born at the same hospital, hours apart. I imagined us in the same incubator
crying and biting each other with our oversized gums and toothless mouths. By the
end of the party we were dancing with our hands holding and kissing each other with
our tongues. I woke up the next morning in his bed, confused as to where I was. His
dorm room was dark and was in the basement of a large building. I cou ld hear people
throwing up last night's beer pong game in the community bathroom down the hall. I
tried to get up before he woke, but as I was searching for my pants, he asked me where
I was going and he pulled me back into the bed, like the walls of the incubator stop a
baby from falling. It was warm and he smiled when I stayed.
After Travis and I had been dating for a while, we finally decided to try it. A few
girls told me how badly it hurt, so I figured it would be even worse as a boy. When he
entered me it felt weird. It was sharp and good all at the same time. I wasn't sure if
I really liked it or if I hated it. The entire south campus heard me and assumed that
I liked it. We kissed after, and after that we went to class. We had sex many more
times and got better at it with each practice. We memorized each other's movements
and I kissed him where he liked to be kissed . Eventually our fluids probably became
of the same consistency. We were polluted with each other. It takes months to get
someone's saliva out of your digestive tract after you swallow it. The weird thing is
that it's been years and I can still taste his.

1978
Dan White assassinates Harvey Milk. White's actions are
motivated by "jealousy and depression," rather than homophobia.
2014, thirty-six years later, Travis told me that he was moving back to his family in
Arizona. He told me that he didn't love me and that he never did, and most importantly,
that he never will. I started to cry hysterically and told him that I was dep ressed and
that I needed help. He left me outside of his dorm. It was in March so it was still cold
throughout the night, and I could see the steam coming off of my eyes and out of my
mouth like when you open t he oven in the middle of preparing a meal.
He came out to see if I was still there in the morning. I was st ill the re in the morning.
He dragged me by my wrist into his room, and I let him. He yelled at me and hit me a few
times, and I liked it. He told me that I was stupid and that I should give up. And so I gave
up. As I left his room , he was still screaming. He told me that I could never visit him and
he could never vis it me. He said that he had to protect his family from whatever I was.
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This made me what I am. Both of us were more fragile than we thought. Our
relationship was more fragi le than we thought. The world had been more fragile than
we had thought. I'm not sure who cried more that morning, him or me. Later that day,
I couldn't stop crying and so I told my mom about it. I to ld her that I cou ldn't go on,
that I felt like a Thanksgiving dinner without turkey and mashed potatoes. She told
me that I had to go on and she wished that I'd told her sooner. And I wish tha t I'd told
her sooner too .
1987
Hundreds of thousands of activists take part in the National
March on Washington to demand that President Ronald Reagan address the
Al DS crisis.
2015 , twenty-eight years later, I was starting to date after Travis. I went to this guy's
house that I met on the internet. His name was Jacob, but he looked nothing like his
profile picture. He was small and very feminine, contrasting the low angles he took
to fabricate his height and jawline on whatever dating site we had matched on. He
told me that he thought I was adorable and that he wished he had my body. It was
weird because I had never felt lucky to have my body. I had always wished that I had
someone else's as well.
I brought a bottle of wine and he had a bowl of weed packed. I fe lt odd being
in his apartment; apparently he was moving out the next morning so he didn't have
any furniture, just a mattress on the floor and a bunch of cardboard boxes with plates
and knickknacks spilling out the top of them . I didn't want to disappoint him so I kept
alternating between swigs and hits.
Eventually the more intoxicated I got, the more his face started to mesh with
my memories of Travis. Jacob asked if I wanted to go to his bed. And I didn't say yes ,
but I also didn't say no. He began removing his clothes and my clothes equally. A shirt
for a shirt , a sock for a sock, until eventual ly we entered our first sexual encounter
together. I asked him to stop and told him that I was too intoxicated. But he shushed
me like Drake did, and pulled me ba ck down to the bottom of the mattress with
emotion and skinny arms like Travis had done. As we went further and the haze of the
drugs deepened on and he dug into me, I continued to imagine that he was Trav is.
I closed my eyes and actually believed it for a few thrusts, but then I realized Jacob
tasted differently. I cou ld feel every whisker of his mustache prick my tongue like the
coat of a porcupine does to its predator. It didn 't feel right. And that stung.
The next day I woke up before Jacob did and drove home still a little intoxicated,
during the morning rush. I went to the doctor later that week and got tested. The nurse
looked at me like I was irresponsible. It stung when she placed the stethoscope to my
chest, everything felt cold and ster ile, her fingers, the medical instruments, and the
patient tab le against my exposed thighs. Sh e wrapped the blood pressure band around
my arm and she squeezed it extra tight as if the gesture were to punish me. I didn't even
try to explain that it wasn't my fault, because in a way, I guess it was.

2004

Massachusetts becomes the first state to legalize gay marriage.

2016, twe lve years later, I went to visit Elliot at his school in Miami for a week. We had
met a few months after Jacob, before he went back to school . He was ta ll and dark and
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he laughed like a nervous hyena when he saw me walk into the baggage claim area.
We had sex for the first time that week and afterwards he told me that he loved
me. He told me that it had never felt like that before, that he had never felt like that
before. And I asked him what he felt like and he said "good." He said that after sex
with other guys he usually feels guilty and that he didn't feel that way with me. He told
his mom about me. I told my mom about him.
He asked if I wanted anything to eat and I watched the muscles of his body
tense with each undulation of the syllables. I told him that I didn't, even though I
hadn't eaten much that day or much in the weeks prior to the trip. No one had seen
my naked body in a while and I was cautious about it being put on display again. I
often would look in the mirror after I ran ten miles on the treadmill or after I did a
thousand sit-ups to notice if there was any change. I would be upset that I didn't run
fifteen or I didn't do two thousand. My stomach growled for the rest of the night and
we laughed each time that it did. He asked if I was sure that I wasn't hungry and I told
him that I was. He told me that he loved me when he dropped me off at the airport.
We each shared a slice of melted cheesecake from a Styrofoam box, in the parking
lot, before I left. I told him that I loved him too and we haven't seen or heard from
each other since.

2009
The Matthew Shepard Act is passed by Congress and signed
into law by President Obama on October 28th. The measure expands the
1968 U.S. federal hate crime law to include crimes motivated by a victim's
actual or perceived gender, sexual orientation , gender identity or disability.
2016, seven years later, I woke up to a voicemail one morning from Travis. He
confessed that he still loved me and that he didn't know why. He told me that he was
in conversion therapy somewhere outside of Tucson and that he missed me. He told
me that he was sorry. This came as a relief, as he is in every one of my dreams and
now I know that I am also in every one of his. We exist somewhere indefinitely, in the
same incubator, getting ready to finally die or to be born again. We see each other
in the memories and imagine what it would be like with each other in the future.
Travis is the reason that I started running. I called him back in the middle of my run
the morning after his call, to tell him that I was sorry too. At the end of every tunnel,
behind every tree , watching from a branch, under every pile of leaves and waiting in
every bathroom stall along my favorite trail , I half expected to see Travis there, just
waiting for me. I'm not sure if it's worse to have to live with this blind hope or that he
never is actually waiting. The phone rang infinitely and he never picked up.

2015

Gay marriage becomes legal nationwide.

2017, now, a year and a half later, I've found a good guy. His name is Chris. And I
imagine what it would be like if we actually married. Would we feel weird when we
went to kiss each other in public? Would our children get bullied in school? Would
our dogs hate women? Would we have a lavish wedding or would we just walk with
arms stiff at our sides, down to the big impersonal courthouse? Would our vows be
deep and meaningful or would we cut them short and masculine? Will he ever tell his
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mom about us? Will my extended family ever refer to him as anything but my "friend"?
Will we be able to love each other unconditionally or are we all suffering from some
kind of PTSD? Did that one time in third grade scar us? Or did the assassination of
Harvey Milk scare us enough to be deeply rooted, even several years removed, in
our generation? Will he ever tell me that he loves me and mean it? Will I ever say it
back? I often hypothesize when and if all of these things will happen. Sometimes I
look at my phone like Travis might call back and sometimes I think about pressing
charges against Jacob before the statue of limitations runs out for whatever state
we had non-consensual sex in. But then I think of how meaningless all of that really
is. Maybe I'm letting it all get to my head. There's a theory that dating within the
gay community is fragile, because the people of the gay community are fragile, from
years of bullying and an inherent fear of finding out who they really are; but I don't
buy it.
I'm going to invite Chris over for dinner tonight. And I'm going to ask him about
his thoughts on aliens and he will ask me about mine on ghosts. And then I'm going
to kiss him like no human has ever kissed another human before. Our future remains
uncharted and undocumented. It's a collection of the spontaneity of our present and
the hard facts of our past. We are all of these things, Chris and I. We are Harvey Milk
and Matthew Shepard sharing a piece of cake. We are Alfred Kinsey and Dan White
kissing openly and often . And sometimes when Chris and I are kissing, I just look at
him and he just looks at me. We're both really there, on the other side of each other's
lips. It is not a dream, not a fantasy-it's reality. It's our darkest childhood thoughts
coming to light. We both exist. We both want to be there in that moment. We're both
a fabrication of history and a prophecy of the future.
This is an invitation to the future wedding. Maybe not mine, Chris and I may
be incapable of making it that far. We might get in a fight, or we might cheat on each
other, or we might be too afraid to have the other standing there and leave him at our
home, for so long that he dies, locked in our closet. We could each very well die alone.
But one day someone will get married. They'll kiss each other and they'll do it proudly,
and they'll mean it, truly mean it, and it will last forever.
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The Penis Papers
La uren Antonelli

I GAVE MY FIRST HANDJ OB TO MY FIRST REAL BOY FRIEND IN THE SPRIN G
of my sophomore year of high schoo l.
I gave it because we had already kissed (first without tongue and then with).
he had already touched my boobs (first over the shirt and then under), and he had
already fingered me (shoved his fingers around the opening to my dry and nervous
vagina). At this point, the ball was in my court , and until I reciprocated , we would be
stuck at the "hand stuff" base forever.
I wanted to pass this phase and keep adding more to our sexual repertoire,
but there was one small prob lem gettin g in my way: I had a crippling fear of penises.
Like, they scared the shit out of me.
I' m not sure, exactly, if it was the penis itself or all of the expectations that
went along with being a girl and having a penis presented to her; but either way, the
thought of seeing one in person made me want to vomit.
Lu cki ly enough, the first time I ever saw one was right next to a to ilet, so
although I didn 't actually throw up, I would have had a place to if I needed it.
My boyfriend and I were hooking up (which, in high school, is the umbrella term
for any form of intimacy, from kissing to having sex) in a stall in the boy's bathroom
on the top floor of our school's athletic center because that was the only place that
we could. The air smelled like equa l parts poop and sweat, but I didn't give that
much thought because I was too caught up in our makeout session. So much so that
I reached my hands up from his sides, right above his hips, and placed them on his
chest, which I t hought was a much more passionate and sexy position .
After a minute or so, I got lazy and dropped them down to rest on his stomach,
below his belly button.
I guess this sent some sort of signal to him that I wanted to start something
(which was fair, considering the bottoms of my hands were touching the waistband on
his pants). and he started undoing his belt buckle.
To paraphrase all of the thoughts running through my mind at that point: Fuck.
Before I knew it, he had pulled his pants down and I was sweating.
I broke the kiss and gave him a nervous smile.
"Do you wan t to . . .?" he asked.
I nodded. And , in a way, I was being honest, because part of me really did want
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to take this big and mature step in our relationship.
It was starting to occur to me, though, that I would probably have to actually
look at his penis in order to proceed.
When I finally looked down and met the smug gaze of the veiny organ sticking
out perpendicular to his crotch, I audibly gasped.
"Are you OK?" he asked.
"Yeah, for sure, it's just ... different than I was expecting," I replied, borderline
offensively.
"Oh, OK," he paused, "did you want to ... touch it?"
"Yeah, definitely, for sure ... just wondering , how do I ... do it?" I blushed.
To demonstrate, he grabbed it himself and moved his hand back and forth a
couple of times. I squinted my eyes and nodded slowly, really taking it all in.
"Yeah, OK, right, it's just ... so like
I'm just a little confused on the
placement of my hand," I explained, after analysis.
"Do you want me to show you?" he asked.
"Yeah, for sure," I reply, my pitch unintentionally raising an octave.
He guided my hand to the right place on his penis and I closed around it softly.
After getting used to the feel of it for a moment, I began tentatively and slowly sliding
my fist back and forth .
I stood there repeating this motion and staring over his shoulder for a few
minutes before he stopped me.
"Maybe grab it a little tighter?" he suggested.
"Oh, OK, my bad, I just didn't want to hurt you," I replied and changed from a
very limp to a moderately limp grip.
"Like this?" I asked .
"Yeah, that's better."
"Anything else I can do?"
"Maybe a little bit faster?"
His wish was my command, so I doubled my pace.
It was awkward, and I felt wrong, and I felt guilty for doing it wrong, and the
whole ordeal stressed me out. I didn't know what to do with my other hand or my eyes
or my legs or my head and I mostly just wished I could stop.
He didn't moan or cum or anything of the sort, and , luckily, it ended a few
minutes later because someone came into the bathroom.
Needless to say, I avoided touching anything under his pants for a while.

Now, while it's true that that was probably one of the worst and most awkward
possible ways to give a handjob, I don't think that the awkwardness ever really
subsides. Not completely, anyway. There are definitely ways to lessen it, including,
but not limited to: knowing what you're doing, being confident in what you're doing,
having a relationship with your partner, actually making said partner feel pleasure,
and kissing and/or being touched by said partner while giving said handjob.
But, despite all of these tricks, handjobs still are strange, especially in concept.
When you get down to it, a handjob is when you are sitting or standing with a boy and
masturbating for him. I have never encountered anyone who doesn't know exactly
what they want in a handjob because they have probably been doing it to themselves
since the first time they realized that penises are sensitive to touch. It's nothing new
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or special for the guy, it's just kind of, "Cool! Now I can get off the same way that I do
by myself except someone is doing it for me ! I guess that's kind of hot!"
This, of course, also eludes to how handjobs can be objectifying. Because,
again, most of the appeal comes from the fact that someone else is giving them.
And, I get it. Intimacy with another person is a really great and nice and a completely
normal thing, but there can only be so much intimacy in a handjob. Overall, it's one
partner watching the other doing them a favor. While I understand how the act ca n be
enticing in the moment in some scenarios, from an objective standpoint, there isn't
anything great about handjobs.

But a handjob is nothing compared to a blowjob. The thought of giving a blowjob
makes me want to retract all of the shit I just said, reach out, and take each and every
penis in this world into my hands to be caressed forever. Blowjobs, in my opinion,
have almost no redeemable qua lities. No reasoning will ever make them appear to
be better. Blowjobs fucking suck (no pun intended) , and anybody who says that they
enjoy giving them is lying.
A blowjob, in comparison to a handjob, is a little bit less useless, in theory,
because it's at least a new feeling for the guy, something he can't do himself (unless
he's really flexible and also a freak). Most guys much prefer blowjobs to handjobs
because they're different and special.
But there is nothing special about a blowjob for the person giving it.
I cannot think of a sexual act that is more disconnected than a blowjob. A
blowjob is where you stick your face in someone's genitals, put their penis in your
mouth, and try to simulate the feelings of one side of intercourse while trying not
to gag or touch the penis with your teeth . If you do everything right, the end comes
when your partner ejaculates either into your mouth, from which you have the choice
of spitting or swallowing but either way you still have to taste it, or somewhere else,
which requires further clean up.
The person giving the blowjob gets no pleasure at all. They can't give head
while also kissing their partner, and, even if somehow the angles are all right and
their partner is touching them while it's happening, it can only be enjoyable to a
certain extent, due to the fact that there is a penis in their mouth. Penises, for the
most part , are a lot to put into a mouth. Nobody actively tries to put that much
into their mouth in any other scenario because it's not a nice feeling. Have you
ever heard of anybody casually eating a banana in one bite? Like a regular person
with no special talent who isn't doing it as a dare or a bet or to win some kind of a
contest? You haven't, because it's uncomfortable and weird and probably a little
bit dangerous.
So why is it any different with a penis? Because it's a sex organ? Because it's
sexy to make a guy feel good via salivating all over his genitalia?
I think that the most common defense of blowjobs from people who give them
is that it's empowering to know that they can pleasure a guy. And, I understand
that. It's great knowing that you're good at things and knowing that other people
know that you're good at them, too. Validation is wonderful and I crave it daily.
But there's a line. For example, over the summer, I was a janitor. All of the head
custodians told me I was the best, most hardworking summer employee that they'd
ever hired. And that felt good. But it didn't make me love being a janitor. I could
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recognize that beyond the compliments, it was an incredibly shitty job and I got the
fuck out as soon as I had the opportunity.
The same goes for blowjobs . When you strip away the "empowerment" and the
"sexiness" and look at them for what they are, they're one-sided, kind of gross, and
very strange.

I gave my first blowjob to my same boyfriend in the winter of my junior year of high
school. We were hooking up in a bed for one of our first times (a luxurious getaway
from our usual spot, the top of one of the stairwells at school). and I was thinking about
how all of my friends who gave blowjobs told me that they're great and empowering
and how I wanted to try one for myself.
As we were kissing, I tugged on his belt buckle, my signal for I want to touch
you under the pants but I'm too shy and uncomfortable with myself to actually take
them off of you will you please do it for me, please? He got the message right away,
and wasted no time.
There I was, faced with the pompous, erect beast once more. I took a deep
breath, stuck my head down a little bit, and stopped. I repeated this a few times
before finally just giving up and staring at it.
"Are you trying to ... ?" he asked.
"Yeah."
"Are you sure that you want to?"
"Yeah, I really really do, it's just ... I don't know how to like, angle myself," I
explained.
Unfortunately, this time, he co uldn't just demonstrate by doing it himself, but
he did adjust his position in bed so that he was sitting straight up, and directed me
between his legs.
Alright, I thought, this is it, here you go, about to be empowered as fuck, that's
you, get ready to hear some serious moaning coming from this boy's mouth, that's
right, that's what's gonna happen .
After about thirty seconds, I lowered my head down and wrapped my mouth
around his penis.
First of all, I was not expecting it to fill my mouth up so much and so quickly.
For some reason I think I was expecting it to slide right in with plenty of room, kind of
like a small straw, but alas, I had to open up wide, and, even when I filled my mouth
to the back of my throat, there was a significant chunk of penis still left out.
Once it was in, I realized that I would actually have to start moving my
head, because in that moment, I discovered that "sucking dick" is inaccurate and
exaggerated slang. There is little to no real sucking going on . It hit me very quickly
that keeping it still in my mouth and creating suction wasn't going to do anything.
I started trying to move back and forth, but it hurt my neck, so I angled my head
a little differently. Unfortunately, this caused him to wince and let out a quick yelp.
"What happened?" my head shot up.
"Nothing, it 's just ... you kind of bit down a little," he explained.
"Oh ... sorry ... it's just, the position is a little uncomfortable." I said.
He felt bad and suggested that we try a different one.
This time, he stood with his back against the wall and I knelt down in front of
him (you know, the classic blowjob, the origin of "on her knees").
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I took his penis into my mouth and, once more, tried to move my head back
and forth, but overthought the teeth thing and opened my mouth as wide as possible
so that there was no waythat I could bite him. Because of this, I started getting saliva
everywhere and my jaw started to hurt because it was so expanded.
After about a minute or so, he tapped me on the shoulder and I popped my
head up.
"You can stop, if you want," he told me.
"Aw, are you sure?" I asked, pretending my mind wasn't made up about the
fact that I never wanted my head to be in anybody's crotch ever again.
"Yeah, it's fine, that was enough for tonight."
That was enough for this lifetime, I thought.

This experience was painfully unpleasant on both ends, and I think that it captures
blowjobs for what they really are, stripped of any deceitful "good" aspects.
And, even when there are some positives happening, I still don't think that
blowjobs are any less bad. I've given blowjobs that have been perfectly fine, that have
caused my partner to moan and cum, but it's only an enjoyable experience for my
partner. He finishes with contentment and I finish with a sore jaw and the lingering
taste of semen in my mouth and throat.

And, while I think that blowjobs are much worse than handjobs, I don't think that
either is good or fun for the person giving them. It's even in the name.
Handjob.
BlowJob.
They're tasks, they're duties.
To give one is to do work for someone else.
To give one is to be the operator of someone's penis and provide them with
pleasure.
To give one is to do all that you can to reach an end goal, someone else's end
goal.
So why do we sacrifice our comfort and sometimes our dignity just to get our partners
off? Is it because we are selfless, because we want to see them feel good, because
we care about them, or because we are searching for some form of empowerment for
ourselves?
And what other choice is there? How can anyone possibly make a guy feel good
without giving up their own pleasure?

I had sex for the first time with my same, only-ever boyfriend in the spring of my senior
year of high school. It was in my friend's guest bedroom when nobody was home (just
what we needed after being walked in on by adults the previous three times that we
tried).
We weren't planning on doing the deed when we started hooking up, but the
progression of it all lead to it naturally. I asked if he could get a condom and was so
surprised when he did and put it on .
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Like, wow, this was actually happening to little ole me?!
It took a few tries to get his penis inside of me, because we were both virgins,
both new and nervous .
I was on top because I have control issues and if anything was going inside of
me, I was going to be the one to direct it.
When he was final ly in, it kind of pinched and it was painful for a little wh ile. I
sat there for a second and let my body absorb everything before continuing. After a
few moments, I began rocking back and forth, and, as it became more comfortable,
moving up and down.
"How does it feel for you?" I asked.
"Good ... different, but good. What about you?" he replied.
"It hurt at first, but it's starting to feel good, too ."
We began kissing a little bit, and as he put his arms around my waist to
embrace me, I felt closer than I ever had to another person.
As I moved up and down, he did as well, his hips hitting mine in the middle. We
both let out small moans.
"We're doing it," he said with pride and joy.
We're .. .
We're . . .
WE'RE!
Could it be?! Could we both have been working together to make each other
feel good?!
Go ahead and pinch yourself, because you're not dreaming!
That's right, it's true, it exists, you really can have it both ways!

Sex (or, sexual intercourse, as the scholars call it) is a beautiful, wonderful thing
where both partners are involved in pleasuring each other.
The first time that I had sex , in the grand scheme of things , was mediocre at
best, but since then, my boyfriend and I have tried new things , practiced, and have
found exactly what works. It's fun and it's enjoyable and it's inclusive of everyone.
Sex is what everything else is trying to be. The purpose of hand and blowjobs
is to simulate sex for a guy, so why not just go for it and achieve that and more?
And, I'm not trying to insinuate that my sophomore self should have just
skipped the handys and went straight to hardcore banging, right there in the boy's
bathroom, but I do think that once people are ready and mature enough to hand le
it , intercourse isn't anything to be scared of, and outdoes any other sexual act by a
landslide.
I also think that hand and blowjobs are different in the context of foreplay.
Now, don't get me wrong , they're still really weird as concepts , but I think that they
can be fun and OK when they're used as part of the gearing up for the main event.
Because , at that point, the person giving them is just kind of getting their partner more
excited for what's going to be good for both of them , which is much less demanding
and unequal.

At the end of the day, though, it 's all personal preference. If someone wants
to live in a bubble and glorify jerking or sucking a guy off, let them. To each their own.
I just sure as hell won 't.
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How to Fight the Emu War
Maria Schrater

AUSTRALIA, LIKE MANY OTHER COUNTRIES, IS A BEAUTIFUL PLACE WITH
fertile farmland, gorgeous beaches, and exotic animals whose mission in life is killing you.
Located in the sunny Southern Hemisphere, and composed mostly of the arid, inhospitable
Outback, where only the wildest creatures dare to tread, Australia occasional ly experiences
droughts. The scrub plants wither and die, depriving the tiny, adorable marsupials and
otherworldly monsters of sustenance. Once content to inhabit the Outback, when a drought
strikes, all eyes turn toward the sculpted landscape of the coasts: the artificially watered
farms, the arable soil, and the delicious, delicious crops the Australians have grown. Bellies
rumble, and the most primal desire, survival, seizes them in an inescapable headlock .
They move.
The year is 1932, and you, dear protagonist, are a fresh-faced private of the Royal
Australian Artillery, right out of training. You have inhabited Australia your entire life: putting
a bucket with branches attached on your head in an attempt to survive magpie swooping
season, fending off irritable parrots with a broom, edging away from muscular kangaroos,
and only crying a little bit when you find a sp id er as big as your head in the toilet.
So you're not surprised when your superior officer, Major G. P. W. Meredith,
tells you that some of the Australian farmers have a bit of a wildlife problem, and that
you're be ing deployed to help them out.
"We're leaving im mediate ly," he announces, th ick brown mustache bristling,
and you elb ow your best friend Private Fisher, someth in g you've done so often
standing at parade rest that you barely even have to twitch a muscle for him to feel
the pressure. At this point, the ghost of all your errant elbows probably awakens him
in the nighttime.
You are a little surpr ised that you 're taking a full detachment.
Plus artillery.
You rumble along the dirt roads of the country, bouncing on rocks and tufts of
grass, peering out across the wide, flat plains of yellowing grasses. You're sweating in
your combat gear, laughing with the others, because World War I, the War to End All
Wars, is fourteen years done, and the biggest problem now is just the local wildlife.
And th en you spot a blotch on the horizon.
When you arrive at the farms, everyone stops a good distance away. You stare .
If you're religious, you may bless yourself. If you're not, you might start praying anyway.

90

Hair Trigger 40

The farms stretch out before your eyes, fences broken, barns pillaged, crops
devastated, and almost blotting out the fields themselvesEmus.
So many emus .
You feel your throat dry up.
For those lucky ones uninitiated with the Hell Birds, emus are six-foot-tall
flightless birds resembling feathered velociraptors, with beaks that can fuck you up
just as much as raptor teeth.
They also have teeth.
Their heavy, round bodies are covered in dull black feathers, and sticking out
from the body are two skinny, scaly legs with two-inch claws, and a skinny, scaly neck
topped with a triangular head. Two soulless black eyes, like particularly evil buttons,
stare malevolently out, seeking to destroy whatever humans hold dear.
To put things in perspective, these winged punishments from God will charge
buses if they think there's food. On a safari when I was younger, I once saw a child
have a bucket ripped right out of their hands by an emu, which proceeded to then hurl
the (now empty) bucket back into the child's face, knocking it over.
So take this enormous beast and hold it in your mind, with all the fear and terror
it so perfectly evokes with its mere presence, and multiply it by twenty thousand.
And they're all looking at you.

Day 1:
Campion , Australia.
The farmers are thrilled to see you-well, mostly your artillery.
"We've been tracking them," one of them, Tom Robinson, says. A grizzled,
ancient veteran of the First World War, the thirty-year-old man has the haunted eyes
of the dead. He could probably bench-press you. "There's about fifty of them off the
main group. You lads could start there."
"Why not," Major Meredith says, his mustache nearly jumping off his face at
being called "lad ," and sends you and Private Fisher after them.
You're thrilled to be paired with your best friend. You've only known each other
a few months, but there's just something right about him, something that makes you
forgive his bad habits, and you've caught yourself staring at his back(side) far too
often . The boring, beige army uniform must be a factor, you console yourself. It's so
easy to zone out looking at it.
The simple strategy is best here: flank the emus, herd them together, and fire.
You and Fisher drag your machine guns toward the herd, trying not to trip as your feet
tangle in crops and long grasses.
Unfortunately for you, the emus have the sound battle tactic of splitting up into
small groups and running wherever they want , like feathered guerrilla troops. You fire
desperately, and miss every one of them.

Day 2:
Reconnaissance . You and Fisher report the emus do not appear to have a
home base to target. Major Meredith plots the enemy's movements on his map, his
mustache occasionally twitching, like a confused caterpillar.
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You spend the time not on reconnaissance daydreaming about how you and
Private Fisher decimate the emus singlehandedly. Private Fisher, somehow shirtless,
stands on a veritable hill of corpses, touches of blood artfully smeared on his torso.
You also have a considerable kill count, but you watch in breathless awe as Private
Fisher plants the Australian flag at the top of the heap and shouts, "Victory!"
"Private!" Major Meredith shouts at you, for the third time, "Pay attention!"
Fisher snickers, and gives you a wry look.

Day 3:
"We're setting an ambush," Major Meredith announces.
A thousand emus meander toward a local dam, where you have painstakingly
set up your artillery. You lie low in the grasses, peeking over the ridge of the dam,
watching the dark mass of birds float across the fields.
"This is gonna work," Fisher whispers to you, tan cheeks flushed in excitement.
Lying so intimately beside him, sharing the same gun, heart pumping in the promise
of bloodshed, you feel the sudden, uncontrollable urge to embrace him . Maybe card
your fingers through his springy black hair. You repress it; the emus are nearly within
range .
"Get ready," you murmur, nudging him. You wrap your fingers around the trigger
of your machine gun, breathing slow and soft and steady as the enemy approaches,
closer, closer, closer" Fire!" Major Meredith cries.
You squeeze the trigger.
Powpowpowpow powpow
A few birds fall. The bullets seem to bounce off the rest of the birds, wings
flapping in panic, scuttling about the field. You see birds struck in the head still
running.
"Why won't they die?" Fisher howls, and you furrow your brow and keep firingPowpowpowpow pow
Major Meredith later writes, "If we had a military division with the bulletcarrying capacity of these birds it would face any army in the world. They can face
machine guns with the invulnerability of tanks." But the luxury of reports is hours and
hours away, and all you know is that the enemy is not dying, a few birds lie gasping
in the dust but nearly a thousand are rampaging, and any second they'll turn toward
your position, and you know you can't stop them if they charge, you'll just be torn to
shreds, you and Fisher and Meredith, and the thought of Fisher being hurt boils your
blood and steels your courage, so you squeeze the trigger and don't let goPowpowpowpo wpowpowpowp owpo-click-clic k-clickYour heart drops, landing somewhere in the vicinity of the Earth's core.
"Major!" Fisher shouts, "Major. the gun jammed!"
One of the biggest emus suddenly swings around, staring you right in the eye.
You feel something deep within you shrivel and die. Your hands shake, but you can't
look away. If you look away, it'll get you. There are tears in your eyes. your heart
thundering louder than the gun sounded .
"Runl" Meredith bellows, and you abandon the gun in your retreat.
Having never undertaken such a venture before. the failure is not your
fault . How were you to know that shooting an emu's body is akin to pelting it
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with packing peanuts? Th at emu feathers apparently double as armor, for all the
good bullets do? That even hitting an emu in the head might not kill it outright?
Poor you.

Day 4:
Major Meredith stomps about in a fury, mustache nearly vibrating off his face .
Luckily for you, in his distraction, you have time to puzzle together the extent of your
feelings for Private Fisher, have a small crisis, and then scout out a few quiet locations.
Attempts to get frisky in a barn with Fisher fail. Fisher apparently interprets
'Let's go hide together from Meredith, wink, wink' literally, as he smokes continually after
you climb up into the hayloft. You are far too nervous to speak, and the cigarette stands
as an impassable barrier to cuddling up next to him, staring deep into his soulful brown
eyes, and maybe pressing a chaste kiss to his chapped lips. You hate that cigarette.
"This is nice," Fi sher drawls, puffing smoke out of a crack in the barn. "Want
a smoke?"
"Yeah." Your hands are shaking, and he lights it for you. His calloused fingers
brush the back of your hand as he pulls back.
You fumble and drop the cigarette. The warm, orange ember touches the dry,
dry straw.
"Oh shit !"

The crisis is averted as Fisher, screaming, stomps out the flame, while you sit
in frozen panic. The noise alerts Farmer Robinson, who chases you out. The emus
were less frightening.

Day 5:
Meredith mounts the retrieved machine guns on trucks.
"Now we have speed on our side," he points out. "We can catch up to the damn
blighters. Get out there and end their feathery existence."
Fisher drives the truck, and you sit in the back, clutching onto the gun . Despite
the military quality of the truck, it is ill-prepared for high-speed chases across tall
grasses and shallow hills. The emus scatter like pollen in the wind, their beaks open
in silent laughter, as you rattle and bounce like maracas. You try to aim the gun,
bouncing up and down so hard your sight is blurred, and nearly shoot one of the other
trucks. Major Meredith calls a halt, and the emus stop and watch in amusement as
the trucks laboriously turn around and rattle back to camp.

Day 6:
You are bold. You are confident. You have been threatened by the emus and
emerged alive.
You tell yourself this repeatedly as you haltingly ask Fisher if he'd like to spend
some time together.
Fisher looks faintly alarmed. "What?"
"Alone?" you venture , squeezing your eyes shut. After a long, agonizing
moment, you open your eyes again. Fisher is smiling. It is a small, hesitant smile that
barely crinkles his eyes, but it's enough.
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You return to the same barn, but don't climb into the hayloft. Instead, he
presses you against the old, sp lintering wooden wall, narrowly avoiding a rake, and
kisses you with the fervent passion of the desperate. You tear open each other's
shirts, and shimmy out of your uniform pants. Fisher near ly falls over in his eagerness ,
forgetting to take off his boots first.
You are just beginning to lose yourself in the throes of passion when a rustling
noise comes from the back of the barn.
"Did you hear that?" you whisper, push ing Fisher away. He doesn't look up,
moving down to your neck.
"No ."
The rustling comes again. You shove Fisher away, and he looks hurt.
"I heard something!" you insist, a terrible thought coming to you. "What if it's
Meredith?"
The mood is ruined.
Fisher looks about wildly as the rustling comes again. It's getting closer.
"Shit! Uh, it isn't what it looks like?" he calls.
An emu rounds the hay bales in the back of the barn, head jerking to the side
as it sees you. Its eyes gleam red.
"Ahhhhhhhhhh!"
Later, Major Meredith demands to know why the two of you were running naked
across the Australian countryside. The mustache quivers at you . You almost wish the
emu got you.
"The, uh, emu sto le our clothes, sir," Fisher says.
The mustache bristles.
"We were smoking in the barn, sir," you say, committing to the lie, "And all of a
sudden, the emu showed up, and there we were, unarmed-"
"It had red eyes!" Fisher exclaims. "It was ten feet talll"
"And we threw our clothes at it to distract it," you finish .
"It worked!" Fisher nods. " I think we've hit upon a brand new tactical defense ."
Meredith stares at both of you, face reddening. You do your very best not to
cringe .
"Fine," he grits out. "Don't get ambushed again . I expect better from the Royal
Australian Artillery."
You both sa lute, and beat a hasty retreat.

Day 7:
Meredith strides into the long white breakfast tent, surprising all of you. His
face is tomato-red, and his mustache has nearly taken over his face in sheer, bristling
anger.
"Well, boys," he yells, voice carrying through the tent, into the countryside,
and probably echoing as the faintest whisper across the world, "we've got a letter
from Parliament."
He opens the letter and begins to read .
"Based on your reports, " he says, "we have concluded that there has been
tremendous bravery on the field, fighting overwhelming forces beyond comprehension. Thus, we would like to honor the courage and sacrifice displayed in this war. To
that effect, we have enclosed several medals for the emus."
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Dead silence.
Fisher snickers. You kick him under the table, throwing a terrified glance at
Meredith.
"We're pu lling out," Meredith snarls, and stomps out of the tent.
The numbers are these :
Emu casua lties: 200 dead.
Australian casualties: 10,000 rounds of ammunition. Dignity.
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For Liam
David Olszowy

THINGS DO NOT GO AS PLANNED. THE .30-06 IS HELD TOO LOOSELY
against my shoulder. The rifle kicks back with the trigger pull and my shoulder is
unable to proper ly absorb the recoil; it bruises on impact. The barrel jerks to the side
and the shot goes wild. The round meant for the heart arcs over the buck, grazing its
back. Th e deer shoots up and bolts into th e tree line with alarming speed.
Father bashes my head with the butt of his shotgun. My skull throbs and my
hair sticks to my head in a wet mat, sli ck with blood. He forcibly turns my head in
the direct ion the deer ran, pushing and twisting two fingers into the sore spot on my
temple. He doesn't say a word. He doesn't need to.
In the nine years since that day, I have never handled a gun again . Now I'm
staring at one. The cabinet door is ajar and the aluminum case is open on the floor.
Liam is bent over, dangling the padlock by its shackle. His brunette bangs fall over
his eyes and he brushes them away from his face. He is taking out the pieces of the
weapon, spreading out the individual parts atop a red patchwork quilt laid before me.
It is Father 's Remington 870. Hi s pride and joy. If I were to hold the stock to
my head, the butt would align perfectly with the bruise left long ago. The stock and
the fore-end are both made from fine hardwood. Father regularly maintains it and the
wood is polished and smooth. My finger slides over it with ease .
Liam looks at me with his co ld , grey eyes and points to a grouping of metal
parts. "Ju st like I told you," he says. "Like pieces of a puzzle." I fan my fingers out over
the blanket, examining the pieces.
With Li am's help, I attach the trigger group to the receiver. I hold the pins and
Liam hammers them into place. The rest of the parts follow suit. The bolt and bolt
carrier are mounted onto the fore-end. It slides over the magazine tube . Liam grabs
the longest tube-the barrel-and places it in my hand.
"It's easy," he says. He's right. It lines up on the fore-end and slides into place
without a problem. Liam sticks a long spring into the magazine tube. It wiggles and
fights him , but Liam seems to take pride when it's done and he's screwing on the
magazine cap. He laughs and I can't help but smile.
I rack the shotgu n twice. The first time to ensure that it functions proper ly. The
second time because I like the sound it makes. Liam points at Father's worktable . It's
small and tucked into the corner of the workshed alongside Father's steel pegboard .
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A poster is hung close to its side. Across the top, it reads, The Working Man's Precious
Metals: Copper, Brass, Lead. Bullets of varying calibers are depicted underneath.
The shelves atop the worktable are lined with two dozen clear plastic trays,
filled with shiny mountains of gold. I know it's not really gold, but the empty brass
shell casings glow even under the dim light of the incandescent lamp.
There are three large metal tools mounted onto the table. One resembles a
torture device and all three feature large silver cranks, each mounted with a ball on
the end for ease of use. I hold one and start to crank out of curiosity when Liam stops
me .
"No," he says. "There."
Underneath the table there are boxes stacked on boxes. They vary in color
and are sorted by size. The sma llest boxes are on the left, the largest are on the right.
When I was younger, I told Father that they looked like candy boxes.
"No," he had said, "but they're just as sweet." Rows of ammunition . Some
sport names like Remington, Winchester, and Federal Premium. Other names are
covered in duct tape and written over in black marker . .22 Long Rifle . .45 ACP. . 30-06
Springfield. 12ga 1oz Rifled Slug.
I grab the box of slugs and unfold the cardboard flaps. Each slug is long and
feels heavy in my hands. One end of the case dips down to reveal a large ball of lead.
The red tube looks huge in Liam's small, dainty fingers. I pull the shotgun into my lap
and flip it upside down; the trigger guard points at the ceiling. I take a single slug and
prepare to load it. Liam's eyes widen. He drops his slug and slaps the other from my
hand.
"Not. Those ." He crawls underneath the desk; it's easy considering his height.
He knocks down boxes and tosses others to the side. He leans forward to see, resting
his weight on his knees. The tips of his high-top sneakers rise and fall to the floor as
he shifts his weight. Finally he settles on a green case. 12ga 00 Buckshot is written
on the box in Father's handwriting.
"These," he grins, flashing his pearly white baby teeth. "It will be fitting," he
says. He places the box in front of me and I open it. Unlike the slugs , I can make out
several smaller pellets packed inside each shell. Liam makes a show of pulling three
shells out and lining them in a row on the floor. He looks at me and nods his head.
"For Father," he says as he hands me the first shell. I push it into the shell
elevator. It slides into the magazine tube.
"For Mother," he says as I load the second shell.
"For Liam," he says when the third is in.
I pull the action back and watch as a shell is pulled from the magazine and
chambered. I engage the safety and prop the shotgun over my shoulder. Liam holds
out his hand. The spaces underneath his fingernails are caked in dirt. He takes my
free hand. It's so small; his hand in mine, his fingers wrapped around my thumb. He's
cold and all I want to do is give him my warmth.
He leads me out of the shed and across the yard. I'm careful to step over the
shovel; I had forgotten to move it earlier. Each step kicks up clouds of dirt. We make
our way up the short wooden steps , warped by time. On the porch , the hanging seat
swings with the gentle breeze. Sunlight peeks out from behind the trees and carves
its way between the leaves.
The screen door smacks against its frame. The white paint is cracked and
peeled. Both doors are unlocked-Father says that there's no one around to break
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in and, if anyone was really that stupid, he'd invite them in for suppe r and introduce
them to his .45.
As soon as we're inside, two t hings overwhelm me at once. The f irst is the
aroma of Mothe r's apple pie. Its scent wafts out from the kitchen and fills the house.
It 's almost intoxicat ing. The second th ing is the A.M . radio blasting from the living
room. I walk down the hall. The green wal lpaper is faded and the pattern of beige
flowers is stained brown and ye ll ow in several places. The edges are curled in on
themselves, revealing the unprimed drywall underneath.
Glancing in the living room, I see that Father is propped up in his favorite
reclining chair, his newspaper unfolded and held in front of him. He doesn't see me
enter the room and the radio drowns out the wood creaking beneath my feet.
. .tell ya, it's this Halloween filth. Show me where in the Bible it says to dress
up like the devil and act like fools . You can't, can you?"
"No you can't!" Father chants. " No you cannot!"
"That's right . It's a day of sin and debauchery. All this giving out candy
nonsense-know what that is?"
"Oh, I know what that is," Father says .
"Gluttony and Avarice. They take and they take until they can't take no more.
And that's not the worst of it. No. Now I swear I wouldn't believe it if I hadn't seen it
with my own two eyes, God bless my soul, but have you seen what they wear?"
"Oh, I' ve seen that filth," Father says . "You seen it too, haven't ya?"
"Yes, sir," Mother's voice is monotone. "Filth. The lot of 'em ."
"Those crude outfits, drawing attention to the flesh . Whores and bastards
proudly putting their sin on display, wearing it like a badge of honor. We all know what
that is : Lust and Vanity. That's four of the Seven Deadly Sins, ain't it?"
"Sure is," Father says. Mother mirro rs his statements from t he kitchen.
"So you'd think that any proper God-fearing Christian would abhor such a day,
but I see so many of you giving in to the temptation."
"Not us!" Father says. "Ain't that right?"
"Yes, dear. God is feared aplenty in this house ." She's lying. I know it. Whenever
Father isn't around, she sneaks me bits of candy. She even tried to take me out trickor-treating two years back before Father caught wind. He put a stop to that once and
for all with the back of his hand.
"Ain't no son of mine gonna grow up to be a heathen, ain't that right?" I freeze.
There is no way he could have heard me .
" You answer me when I ask you a question." Maybe he had seen my shadow.
Maybe he had somehow heard my footsteps over the drone of the radio . Or maybe he
had sensed me-the same way he sensed game in the wild for years. I level the gun
at him, placing the butt snug against my shoulder-properly this time. My palms are
sweaty and I wipe them on my shirt one after the other. I disengage the safety.
"Don't make me ask again." Father slaps the paper down on his lap to look at
me. For a moment, I see myself reflected in his glasses, superimposed over the blue
of his eyes . They widen and he holds out a hand to shield his face. His head rests
centered atop the iron sight when I pull the t rigger.
I pa int the wa ll red. It's a crimson Rorschach inkblot, intermixed with bits of
pink brain matte r and white skull fragments. Father's hand is missing; his arm ends
at his wrist where strips of flesh hang loose . His head is gone from the chin up.
Mother runs into the room. Her eyes move from me to the shotgun to Father.
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She screams . It drowns out the radio. I wince, but I refuse to cover my ears-it would
mean dropping my weapon. I rack the shotgun and loose the second shell. My aim is
unsteady and it catches her in the throat. A flower of red blossoms from her neck, the
petals blooming wide. The force of the blast knocks her off her feet and she lands in
the kitchen.
I pull back the fore-end and eject the second empty shell. The casing falls to
the carpet, a wisp of white slithering out from the open end into the air. Liam is quick
to pocket the spent shells. I place the shotgun on the table in front of Father and walk
to the kitchen window. The rubber of my sneakers squeaks on the vinyl tile.
I pull back the curtain. It looks like a painting. Orange and red leaves fall from
the tree out front and litter the gravel path. There's an orange aura behind the treesit's like they're glowing. The wind rustles the leaves and sways the wind chimes.
Above the smell of death comes something sweet. Mother's pies. I slip on an
oven mitt and pull them from the oven, piping hot. I stick a finger into one of the slits.
I ignore the pain that sears my fingertip and pull out a bit of apple filling . I hold it to
my lips, then my tongue . It burns. I deserve that.
"I'm sorry, Mother." She looks at me with empty eyes. Her neck is a mess
of black and red and blood continues to pour out like an uncorked bottle of wine .
Her skin, pale by nature, seems to have lost color altogether. Her head is lopsided,
hanging on by a sliver of skin. I place the pies on the windowsill to cool.
"The bodies," Liam reminds me. He walks into the living room, grabs Father's
ankles , and tugs. Father's body slides an inch on the chair and stops.
"I'll do it," I say. I pull Father and Mother outside and line them up beside the
holes I had dug earlier. I kick the shovel to the side. Father is the most difficult. His
weight throws me off balance and I tumble back with him. His limbs are splayed out
in the hole, not at all peaceful.
I'm more careful with Mother. I avoid looking at her face. She's light and I have
little trouble getting her into the grave. I cross her arms over her chest.
Liam is sitting in the last grave, the shotgun at his feet. I sit across from him. I
pick up the shotgun and plant the butt in the dirt. The barrel aims at the sky.
"For Liam," he says, tapping the end of the barrel.
"For Liam," I agree .
He smiles at me. It's the same smile he wore when he dragged out the
shotgun's case. The same smile when he picked out the ammunition. The same smile
as he watched me kill Father and Mother.
It is the same smile he wore when he wandered out into the woods without his
parents' knowledge . The same smile when he saw the deer standing out in the open.
The same smile when he moved in for a closer look. The same smile when the bullet
arced over the buck and punched through his chest.
It's the same smile that was etched on his lips when Father dumped his body
into a hole and made me swear to never speak of it. The same smile when Mother
crossed herself and agreed . It's the same smile he's wearing six feet under the shed.
I pull the barrel to my chin and rest my head on it. It's still warm.
"For Liam ."
He pulls the trigger.
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Beer and Bearing
Arely Anaya

BOWLING BALL
My family members f ind joy in telling me stories about my dad to make up for
the years I spent without him. They have a way of telling the same stories in different
tones at different times in the past to fit their personal image of him. Th e only story
that has remained consistent is the bowling ball story.
Bonfires were the best times for him to get drunk. I thought he looked less of
a fuck-up when everyone was getting shit-faced, too . But he always found a way to
stand out anyway. He was that guy everyone watched, laughed at, and decided they
never wanted to get as drunk as him, or m aybe they did.
Th is nigh t he bragged about how strong he was, how much pain he could take,
and now he needed to prove it. He made bets that he could hit his head against a
bowling ball like a pro soccer player because apparently having a random bowling
ball in your yard and being intoxicated can easily trigger an argument like this. Before
anyone could argue that he was bullsh ittin g, it was in the air. No one reacted quick ly
enough, still chuckling over how much he was talking out of his ass, as he stared up
at the ball with his bloodshot eyes. It came back down and when thoughts like Holy
shit he's actually going to fucking do it crossed their minds for the first few seconds,
he was already swinging his head against it like the macho he knew he was.

Eight years, eight months, one week, and three days without my dad was a lot easier
than I'd like to admit . I've only spent the last few years communicating with him through
phone calls without ever seeing him. He's told me how much he misses me, how
pissed he's been about the years I spent without trying to get in touch, and how
my mom screwed him over. Then he usually says he doesn't want to ta lk about that
although he brings it up all the time. At one point, he also told me he was going to
die from some rare disease, maybe to scare me into loving him more. All I thought
was if he were ever to die, it wouldn't be from something rare. It'd be from one of his
addictions.
He's never forgotten to reassure me that he truly does want to see me again.
But anytime we've planned to meet he's had some dull excuse not to: car problems,
getting fired from his job, wanting to get his life together a little more.
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Now suddenly he has no more excuses.

As a sophomore in college on a random Tuesday, all I want to do is get ready for
school in peace while still mentally complaining about the hour-and-forty-minute
commute. In stead, my dad calls and I think we'll repeat a conversation we've already
had . He'll bitch and swear at me in Spanish about something that happened years
ago and I'll take it until he ends with how much he loves me and hopes I'm doing
good, all in under three minutes, and I'll wonder if he's drunk. But he surprises me
this time by asking for my new Illinois address. My stomach drops because not only
has my mother always told me to never give him my personal information in fear that
he'll kidnap me, kill me, or both while being away from Minnesota, but I'm also living
with my stepfather's brother. I picture my drunk dad trying to break into our home and
choosing to set it on fire because we won't let him in.
I take too long to answer. He swears under his breath and chuckles in an
obviously non-amused manner before asking, "Why don't you want me to know where
you live? You're scared of me or something?"
"No, I'll give it to you." I'm not surprised at myself giving in. "I'm on the corner
of 23 rd and Thomas."
That's it. I'm just on a corner. I'm too scared to say which one but that's as
good as I can give him and I wait for him to take it without arguing, hang up, and let
me get back to getting ready for school because I don't want to have to ask when he
plans on showing up. I'll deal with that some other day. I get ready to hang up, setting
my book bag on my desk to fill it with medieval textbooks .
He chuckles again, making me go still, and I don't want to know what's so
funny but I ask anyway, "Que?"
His voice softens, "Mija, I'm only a few blocks away from you."
I look out my win dow, sensing someone is watching me but the street is as busyyet calm-and as familiar as any other day.
"I'll text you my address so you can come see me."
His voice doesn't soothe me.
I turn away from my window and end up staring at my closed bedroom door
for no reason. It's been more than eight years and he finally wants to meet, without
backing out, like we're just pals ready to catch up instead of a father and daughter
separated by alcoholism and domestic abuse .
"Right now?" I quickly regret asking a dumb question .
"When the fuck else?" his rigid tone stabs and makes me want to apologize
for no reason.
"OK, esta bien. See you in a bit."
He hangs up without say ing goodbye.

WATER AND OIL
Some people just don't mix. What I'm trying to understand is what part of
trying for twe lve years is worth it? I never found the answer with my parents. I can't
bring myself to ask years later but I know they'd deny that my three older siblings and
I spent our childhood standing in between to keep them from killing each other. It
came with small risks.
I followed my dad down the stairs wondering if he'd tumble down from how
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drunk he was and spill his beer because that would've been an easier way to end the
night. My mom yelled from the top of the steps to have the last word in their argument
over another thing I'd never remember. All that comes back is the way he turned back
around with his wide bloodshot eyes and his mouth in the middle of a sinister growl.
It evaporated the human in him. He was a demon charging up toward my mother, and
my siblings and I moved as fast as always to get in between them. We tried pushing
him back down. He pushed and fought against us, kids , while my mom looked down at
him with a blank face to show she wasn't scared. As long as we were there to protect
her, she was never scared.
I was every time.
He threw his beer can in her direction and missed her head by nearly an
inch. Beer had spilled all over my head and face. It burned my eyes and I screamed,
thinking I was going to become blind. But then I thought, let me scream louder so I
can distract him into thinking I'm really hurt. He ignored me and gave up trying to get
past us. He punched a hole in the wall and stomped down the stairs.

24-PACKS AND GHOST STORIES
It was my younger sister's seventh birthday and it was spent at my dad's
friend's house . I was eleven. We were treated to cold Little Caesars Pizza, Kool-Aid
with not enough sugar, and bland conversation with questions about how my mother
was doing and what a surprise it was that she had allowed us to spend the night away
from home. My dad and his buddy drank endless twenty-four packs over talk about
mostly nothing. I was forced to spend most of the night sitting at their dining room
table staring at his wife's innocent obsession of taping deflated balloons of Tweety
Bird across their walls along with staring at the clock.
Hours past midnight and the wait was over. We were going home but I was too
anxious to get in the car with him. I got in knowing exactly how drunk he was. He took
his time to get his seatbelt on and find a station that was playing catchy corridos
but he kept accidentally clicking back to the station telling ghost stories. A woman
spoke of her husband dying eight months ago and she still saw his face next to hers
every night when she slept in her bed. I glanced at his face too many times to notice
he didn't look an ounce of sleep deprived. He looked as awake as when we had first
gotten to his friend's house or maybe more.
The second we were out of the driveway he started speeding. If the sun had
been rising, it would've been an easy sight to distra ct me from thinking how the
vibrations of the engine were reaching my chest and keeping my back and head stuck
to my seat. All there was to see was the black sky, empty roads, streetlights and, most
of all, the speedometer. My sister sat quietly in the backseat mak ing me almost forget
she was there. When I remembered, I started picturing us crashing into a lamppost
and her skull shattering through the windshield.
I was too afraid to ask him to slow down because a dumb question could easily
mess with his temper, especially when he was drunk. So, I just sa t there without
realizing how much my hands were dripping with sweat and how hard I was breathing
until he started laughing, stopping me mid-thought about death.
He slowed down and said , "I'm only joking. Don't ever drive like that."

I walk down Thomas and take a right on 22 nd . I can't think of another time I've felt this
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anxious besides the moment I stood in the parking lot of a funeral home four days
after my older brother had died and I couldn't bring myself to walk inside. I feel just
as scared. But I also feel just as nauseous as the time I chugged down spoiled milk
as thick as pudding. I can't help thinking my dad is going to do everything my mom
repeats to me anytime I bring him up to her.
Kidnap me, kill me, or both.
I turn left on Lake and right on Broadway. I slow down the closer I get to the
address he texted me because I've been on this main street dozens of times to
commute to school. He's walked on this same street as me, for I don't know how long,
and I'm just learning this now. I stand in the middle of the sidewalk blocking my eyes
from the sun as I stare further down the street. He's at one of these many storefronts.
I get distracted by how vibrant everything looks at the beginning of the week and how
my mood doesn't match.
Mothers walk out of the Torres grocery store with plastic bags while their little
ones run ahead of them with Manita lollipops and Pelon Pelo Rico candy at the corner
of their lips. Aracely's Bakery has their main doors wide open with balloons tied to
the handles. I think about the tamales and gorditas they've been promoting since
they moved to this new location. People enter and exit with white paper bags and
an employee walks with a tray of bolillo bread. He walks down the sidewalk in the
direction I should be going.
I follow him and I stop when I see him enter El Taconazo restaurant. That's
when I see my dad step out to hold the door open. I know it's him. He's the same short
man with black hair and a mole on his nose . He has an apron on with work boots
and it's such a familiar sight, remembering all those years he worked as a cook. It's
familiar yet different. I wasn't sure what I was expecting eight years to do to him, but
all I see is his mustache is gone, hair grayer, skin more worn like he's been wasting
away, getting older, and a slight rash on his cheeks. My mom would automatically say
from drinking too much .
I walk in his direction and he doesn't stop to stare at me or say hello when
he finally sees me. He hugs me. I'm five feet tall and I feel taller than him. He feels
shriveled up. I force myself to smile to keep from crying. I'm not sure if I'm allowed
to cry. My dad is a hard-ass . I think if I cry he'll swear at me. But he starts bawling
against my shoulder. I've seen him tear up a few times in my life but never have
I heard or seen him sob. It sounds painful, like eight years were the result of me
abandoning him instead of the other way around. I push the thought away because I
want to feel this moment. It's only my dad and me, although we're in the middle of a
busy sidewalk and main street with constant traffic and people. I don't hear anything
besides him crying against my ear until he finally breaks the embrace. He takes a
quick, deep breath, trying to wipe those tears away as quickly as he had let them go
because a man like him isn't suppose to cry like he just did.
He says, "Vente, mija, let's go inside."
He walks me into the restaurant, holding my hand like I'm three years old
again.

I keep all of this a secret from my mom. I try calling my dad again throughout the rest
of the week to ask when he wants to meet again. I can't help getting this odd sense
of hope that this is going to become a regular thing. My dad is back in my life. But he
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sends me to voicemail. Call after call and text after text while on the train, on the bus,
and between classes. I continue trying all weekend and nothing.
As quickly as I have hope, I give up.

BEER CAN AND GRILLING TONGS
Whenever I invite my friends to my house, I want them to see a fake image of my
home life. Whenever my dad invites his friends, he lets it all hang out. I used to think
having company that wasn't family meant my dad was going to get his shit together
but no. I was young enough to be taken off guard every time things got out of control.
One second I was watching The Fairly OddParents in the living room. The next
second I was running out to the yard behind my older siblings where my parents were
grilling out with my dad's friends. The sun was setting when the night went from my
parents bickering to my dad throwing a beer can at my mom but missing terribly and
accidentally hitting a pregnant guest .
Way to go, Dad.
My mom chased after him with grilling tongs, snapping at his nuts and dick.
She accidentally tripped, falling onto her hands and knees. My dad took the chance
to grab her by the hair and drag her throughout the yard. My siblings and I tried
breaking them apart . He kept pushing us away in a single shove. We fell onto the
grass like the wimpy kids we were. My siblings quickly scrambled to get up and keep
trying . They weren't crying like I was. I kept taking grass to the face, some of it getting
stuck to my wet cheeks.

EXPLOSIONS AND ALUMINUM
The only light in the living room came from the television . My dad held his beer
can in his left hand as he sat in his recliner. His elbows were on the armrest, his right
thumb on his chin and his index finger stroking his mustache, focusing on whichever
90s action movie was playing that Saturday night. I sat in front of the screen with my
eyes as wide as they could go, watching white actors and their mouths as the Spanish
translation failed to match.
I moved from the television and went to the coffee table lined with Miller Lite
cans . I grabbed an empty can and held it in my left hand, too. As a three year old,
I wanted to be like my dad. That thought quickly evaporated as the movie started
getting more intense. The actors started running from gunshots and explosions
ignited the screen.
My index finger was in the can and I was rubbing it along the inner-aluminum
rim, slicing my skin. I hadn't noticed it until my dad jumped from his chair and carefully
pulled out my bleeding and stinging finger. I closed my eyes thinking he was going to
get mad. Instead he swore at himself. I opened my eyes and he started to pick up his
empty beer cans from the coffee table .

The elevator has been stuck on the twelfth floor long enough for me to be late to class
while I stand in the lobby.
I get a text from an unfamiliar number, "Hija, ho/a, I need to talk to you. Soy tu
tra Marica. It's about your dad. 773-555-6532. Please , ca ll me."
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I step back from the elevators as far as I can to lean up against the wall. I
reread the text a few times for any clues that can indicate what happened to my dad.
All I can think is he's dead. It makes me not want to call her. I don't need news like
that today or any day. But the not-knowing part starts to make me nauseous so I cal l.
She answers after the first ring and I might actually be right.
" Honey! How are you? It's been so long!"
Small talk. She's really trying to make th is easy on me. "Yeah."
"Oh, sweetie . I wish I were calling on a different occasion .... Your dad.
I hold my breath.
"He got detained by immigration the day he saw you. He was driving home
drunk and got into a car accident. He had an arrest warrant for past DU ls. Where are
you living right now? We can pick you up and drive out to go see him. It's only a few
hours from Chicago. We tried gathering the money to bail him out but they won't let
us. On the way there we can talk about what we should do next. How old are you? I'm
sure you can work something out. What's your address? I'll pick you up ."
I sigh deeply, annoyed that it's been over eight yea rs and nothing has changed.
I don't need this. I've only seen him once. That doesn't mean I have to take care of
him now.
"I have class ."
She's quiet for a second, clearly taken aback by my lack of eagerness to help
my dad, before suggesting, "Can't you skip?"
"I don't know."
"Talk to your professor and call me back to tell me what time I can go get you,
OK? I'll talk to you soon, sweetie. "
I hang up without saying goodbye. I lean against the wa ll fo r another minute
until the elevato r finally reaches the lobby. I look around at other students and
wonder about the ones having a worse day than mine.
I don't call my aunt back.

I try to fall asleep knowing I could be doing homework. But that isn't a good
enough reason to stay awake tonight. My phone rings , lighting up my dark room, and
it 's an unknown number. I sit up and answer, thinking it's the same robot lady telling
me fake details about winning a trip to a resort.
Instead I hear, "This call wi ll be recorded and monitored. I have a co ll ect call
from-"
My dad's voice breaks through to state his name, "Javier Acero."
He sounds embarrassed.
The operator continues "-an inmate at McHenry County Correctional Facility. If
you would like to accept this call, please press five."
I don't have to answer. I could hang up. I wouldn't have to deal with any of this.
I could go back to having no dad . Eight years without him were easy. I stare at the
street light outside my window wishing it were closer to light up my room. I think of the
night my mom, siblings, and I left home permanently while he slept. I try to imagine
what he might've felt when he woke up to an empty house . Taking a deep breath, I try
to imagine what he would feel now if I ignore him.
I give in and accept the ca ll.
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Sousuo and His Purpose
of Dying
Daniel Ramos

EVEN S0US U0 DID NOT KNOW WHEN THERE WAS A BEGINNING ; EVEN
the concept of a beginn ing was foreign to him. Sousuo had always existed and, as far
as he knew, he always would. Around him there was a thick abundance of nothing.
Millions and millions of miles of empty space spanning in every possible direction.
There existed no color, only a lightless shadow that encompassed any and everything
everywhere.
Sousuo could not even see himse lf! He could not see his arms, his legs, or
even his hands. Regardless of this fact, he could still perceive his own existence. He
felt his body s lowly float and drift through the empty space. He felt when his eyes
blinked, how they closed for only an instant. He could feel the shape of his face when
he reached out and touched it with his palms and fingers. He felt his smooth outwardshaped nose with two sma ll openings at the bottom. His thin lips, his teeth that had
no ridges at their edges because he never chewed food or ever felt the desire to eat.
He fe lt his slight ly curved eyelids, feathery wh iskers above his eyes. When he would
touch his arms or his legs, he could wrap his whole hand around them, making his
thumb and middle finger meet. Hi s thin body needed no musc le because there was
no need for strength. He wore only his skin; he d id not need clothes. One thing he
was sure of was that he was moving in some direction (although he did not know what
direction) because he felt what was like a small draft pushing against his bare skin .
His scalp was smooth and uninhabited on its surface, but within it was a grey mass
capable of thought and capab le of provoking action.
Although Sousuo drifted alone in his formless space, he had tremendous
power. Somewhere along the line he attained the capacity to create and make his
creations disappear.
He would create objects that would sh rink and expand in size, and fo rm new
and old shapes on their own because they were formless and were search ing for form.
He would make countless of these formless masses and then make them disappear
from existence. Sometimes he would make large spherical masses (sometimes
millions at a time) and scatter them t hroughout the empty space, so far away t hat
he could no longe r immediately see them . He would sometimes create objects that
emitted light (some large and some sma ll ) and with that he was ab le to see wit h his
eyes and not only feel with his hands . He wou ld scatter many of these glowing masses
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throughout the empty space, and with that a faint light lingered around him, giving
the darkness quiet company. Sousuo discovered he could destroy his creations in a
magnificent explosion of light and particles that would quickly expand and then stop
and float in space. He would do this every so often to entertain himself, but since it
never led to anything else, he quickly grew bored of it.
Sousuo's limitless empty space had become a dirtied playground of glowing
gases, floating particles, shining spherical giant orbs, and formless matter that
traveled through space forever. Space became a horizonless sky with a mixture of
darkness and colorless voids as well as spots of vibrant glowing lights and every color
in the perceivable spectrum. There was nothing Sousuo could not do, and nothing
he could not create; but it was without any order. Sousuo came to realize he was
incredibly bored.
What more can I do? What else can I create? Where else can I go? he asked
himself.
Sousuo grew more and more pensive, and tried to think of a solution for his
boredom.
I've got it! he thought.
I'll create another entity like myself! It'll be something that can finally cure me
of my endless boredom!
Sousuo extended forward his thin bony arms and hands, wiggled his fingers up
and down in a semi-rapid manner, and suddenly made them halt. He kept his hands
and palms in an outward position and his fingers extended out as well, as if he were
pressing them against an invisible wall. He shut his eyes tightly until the skin above
his nose and around his eyes wrinkled. Slowly, while his eyes were still tightly shut.
he retracted his elbows until they were behind his back while his hands were still in
the same extended position, and held this position for several moments. He squeezed
his eyelids shut even more, as tight as he possibly could (so much so that his head
trembled ever so slightly), and he molded his lips into a small circular shape. As he
continued to squeeze, still maintaining his elbows retracted behind his back and his
hands open wide, resembling someone who was groping and kissing an invisible wall,
he began to emit a sound . Coming deep from under his chest, traveling up through
his neck and up to the space inside his mouth and through his circular shaped lips,
came a strained noise: "Ooooh-"
In a sudden burst, he quickly shot his hands outward (as if he suddenly pushed
the invisible wall forward) , and screamed out: "Yeeee-!!" as loud as he could, with
teeth spread wide.
(This strange ritual was not at all necessary for him to be able to create
something, but it became somewhat of a habit of his to do this right before he made
anything, as to entertain himself for at least a few odd moments.)
From thin air, a strange looking creature came to be just as soon as Sousuo
finished his loud cry. He had made more masses and objects and nameless things
than he could count, but this was unlike anything he'd ever made before. The strange
creature floated for a few moments then began to speak:
You . What is your name? said the creature.
Sousuo's eyes widened slightly. He'd never heard someone else's voice other
than his own before.
My name is Sousuo. What are you? he replied.
The creature raised his head slightly before he responded.
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I am Emperor Jlngzi. I am the product of your life filled with chaos and disorder.
I am also the solution to that chaos and disorder. I will cure your sickness of eternity.

Emperor Jlngzi was indeed nothing like what Sousuo had ever made before. It was
similar to what Sousuo looked like , but not quite the same. Its top began wi t h a head,
then its shoulde rs loosely ho lding both its thin arms like wind chimes. Its chest was wide
but as you trave led down its torso, it got th inner and thinner until reaching it s waist.
Its waist was incred ibly thin (h is upwa rd shape resembled an upside down triangle) ,
and be low its waist began a new torso that grew and widened into another chest and
shoulders (with another pair of loose thin arms) and a second upside down head. It
wore some kind of cloak-like garment, dark grayish blue, f itting tightly on its thin arms
and waist but loose around its shoulders and chest, and a thin rope t ied around its thin
waist. The scalp of its top head was covered in a thick white layer of hair that fel l back
on its upper back and shou lders, leaving its forehead mostly uncovered with a few long
bangs covering the sides of its face. Its complexion was smooth and withou t emotion.
The bottom head 's face could not be seen since it was covered by its long white
hair which hid like the long branches of a sagging wi ll ow t ree. Emperor Jlngz i's shape
could be described as someth ing like an hourg lass, or two triang les (one above the
other) touching at a single corner. Although the bottom's face could not be seen, both
the top and bottom were identical, almost as if the bottom was a reflection of the top.
After carefully analyzing Emperor Jlngzi's appea rance , Sousuo decided to respond:
How are you going to cure me of my boredom? Countless times I have created
nameless planets and formless masses in the mere blink of an eye, and in that same
ease I have destroyed them and molded them to my liking. What could you possibly do
that I haven't already done, or that I cannot produce by my own will?
Emperor Jlngz i gently nodded, and ex t ended its thin arms to its sides. A large,
brigh t ly shin ing go lden ha lo appeared surrounding Emperor Jlngzi. The Emperor
floated inside the golden ha lo, like the minute and hour hands float in the center of a
rou nd cloc k.
My body will rotate along the inside of this halo until I am upside down.
Eventually my lower half will be facing upward. When that time comes, I will fall asleep
and my lower half will awake from its slumber and reveal its face to you, and when that
time comes ... you will die.
Die? What do you mean die? Sousuo asked with a puzzled expression.
Like the objects and the lumps of formless mass you have created in your
lifetime; in the same way you eliminated their existence, you too will cease to exist.
That will be your death.
Sousuo's eyes widened in disbelief. Sousuo did not expect that this was the
solution to his boredom. He did not want to die. As meaningless as his existence was,
he had no intention of losing it. Sousu6 clenched his fist and menacingly glared at
Emperor Jlngzi, attempting to wish him out of existence. Several moments passed and
nothing happened.
No matter how hard you try, you cannot wish me out of existence, S6usu6. I
exist outside of your control. When I turn 180 degrees within this halo, and I switch
places with my other half, it will reveal its face to you and you will die. Time begins now.
The golden halo outlining Emperor Jlngzi gave a quick burst of light, and the
Emperor's body began to turn clockwise ever so slowly.

108

Hair Trigger 40

Sousuo did not like the Emperor's words. In a fit of intense rage, Sousuo
summoned oceans of fire and brimstone and endless miles of roaring lightning and
skull-crushing gravity, traveling in blinding speed from the unperceivable horizons of
the spacious universe, all crashing gloriously in a spectacle of flashing colors and
erupting waves at the single, miniscule pixe l that was the Emperor. Through the fading
smoke, and echoing roars of the passing thunder, the Emperor's figure emerged from
the smoke completely untouched and unscathed by the destruction. He stood in the
same exact position.
S6usu6, you waste your time with these meaningless theatrics. You cannot
stop it; you are at the mercy of time. The you that you know will cease to exist soon.
I suggest you use your time wisely. The Emperor continued to slowly shift clockwise
inside the golden halo.
In an eruption of new and overwhelming emotions, Sousuo belted waves of
burning rage from the belly of his core and fled. How could this have happened? he
thought. Sousuo continued to create more immense gaseous orbs-masses so large
and so wide that they became the horizons of space themselves! He made millions
and billions with a single thought, but as soon as he thought them into existence-he
destroyed them. Like an angry child that slams the door to his room and knocks all of
his belongings down, breaking them and snapping them in half in a meaningless fit,
Sousuo spread his rampaging anger throughout the vast space .
For the first time in Sousuo's existence, he felt a unique pressure. He felt a
sort of tension, a confused desire, an anxious feeling in his hands and brain to do
something. He wasn't sure what to do exactly, but the Emperor's body had shifted
almost a quarter clockwise and as it did, Sousuo's anxiousness amplified.
Sousuo's rampage halted, and he stood still in a deep pensive state. How was
this supposed to cure his boredom? How was this any kind of solution to his dilemma?
What kind of creature was Emperor Jingzi? Question after question made Sousuo·s
brain swell and ache .
Sousuo suddenly had a moment of clarity. He thought about the shining stars
of light that he previously scattered that illuminated the dark space with faint light.
He remembered the pleasure he experienced when he discovered its usefulness. He
grew very silent. His body almost voiceless, with only a subtle beating inside his chest
and the knocking of his blinking eyelids.

The Emperor's body was now in a completely horizontal position within the halo. It
was at this point that Sousuo made a peculiar discovery. Hundreds of millions of
miles away, hidden on the surface of a luscious green and deep blue planet, Sousuo
realized he had created a small colony of living beings.
With skin the color of soft sand, and hair the color of chestnuts and smooth tree
bark, Sousuo named these beings the TianshT people. Their arms and legs were long like
his, but thicker, broader, and wielded strength. Each one was different. Some had longer
hair, some were shorter than the rest, some had lighter pigment while some had darker,
and some had curves while others had a straight figure. Sousuo felt a particular way
about the TianshT folk; he did not want to cast them away like all of his other creations.
A sensation of warmth caressed Sousuo's cold interior, and he descended among the
TianshT people to learn about them and exchange company.

Daniel Ramos

109

Emperor Jingzi's eyes grew heavy, and beneath them sagged a dark purple hue. Its
lower half, with its hair still covering its identity, was now less than a quarter away
from its destination. The Emperor gulped a large yawn, and noticed something new
about the surrounding sky. The stars were arranged in small clusters, like groups of
sparkling glitter, and the roaming green and violet-colored gases that once slithered
aimlessly through the dark empty holes of the vast space, now circled these clusters
of light, creating a beautiful canvas of millions of spiraling cities of glowing tiny stars.

The universe had bloomed with new order. Much of the vast space was left chaotic,
but so much of it lived in cosmic law within the vacuous darkness like magnificent
celestial rain that froze in time and left a thick floating shower of galaxies. The final
hour had arrived and the Emperor was now almost completely upside down, and the
bottom half was now almost completely upright. Tears fell over the cheeks of the
TianshT folk, for they knew that very soon their dear father Sousuo would leave them.
Sousuo's once hairless head now cradled a bundle of silvery cotton. Although
his eyes were open, they always looked shut. His face and forehead had been overtaken
by paper thin lines that sagged downward. Living with the TianshT folk had made his
shoulders round and his arms and legs thick, wide, and with mountainous shape, but
that was some time ago. Now, his visible strength had become soft, ripened tissue .
His young, thick skin was now thin rippled surface tension. Living with the TianshT folk
made Sousuo's heart dance vivaciously and his lungs expand with atmospheres of air,
but that was some time ago. Now, his blood no longer boiled, and his breath was a soft
whisper. The bones in his knees were brittle with little density and his body anchored
forward like a straw hook losing its fight against gravity. His cheeks and chin were also
covered with silvery white cotton.
Emperor Jingzi's lower half was now completely upright. The moment of death
had finally arrived . The TianshT people surrounded and embraced Sousuo with the
warmth of their bodies, and their words of love and grief. Sousu6 looked up at Emperor
Jingzi. Its once top half was now fast asleep, and the once bottom half lifted its head,
cleared its face from its covering hair, and revealed itself. Its face had no eyes, no
mouth, and no distinguishable facial features, only the shape of a face. For the first
time in Sousuo's life, he saw himself. The Emperor's second face was a stainless
mirror of glass. Sousu6 saw his own face reflected through it.
Sousu6 smiled. He embraced the TianshT people , his family, with his weakened
arms and fragile eyes. In an attempt to console their aching hearts, he said:
What would the sun illuminate if there was no darkness? What would the
company of others soothe if there was no loneliness? Would honey be as sweet if there
was no bitterness? Life and death are the same-one cannot exist without the other.
That is the purpose of dying.
His weak and trembling voice faded with his whispering breath. His eyes
closed, and the TianshT people wept loudly when they saw that Sousuo had died.
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A White Christmas
Alexandra Dumas

SIDNEY SITS AT A CHI PPE D FOR MI CA FOLDIN G TABLE IN THE MIDDLE OF A
cramped basement studio apartment. Natural light enters through the dirty, barred
windows on the back wall, and a ratty old couch creates an outline of shadow where
dust meets grease.
At the foot of the couch , there is a small potted ivy plant with yellow and green
forked leaves. It's in a plastic base, wrapped in red and silver crinkled foil, with paper
candy canes decorating the stems. Beneath the stems of ivy lies a small, wrinkled,
brown paper bag tied with a piece of red string. Inside, he knows is his favorite food in
the whole ent ire world: a navel orange. Through the bag, he can taste t he orange by the
smell of sweet, citrus deliciousness.
Sidney sits on a small, unpainted, splintery picnic bench with rusted screws,
which keep the legs attached, and shifts from side to side with his body as he waits
expectantly for his mother to come out of the bathroom.
Blowing out his breath sharply, he is happy not to see the harsh white plume
of vapor from other, co lder days in the apartment when there was no heat. Now, he is
grateful to be warmed by an old beige space heater, emitting a harsh red glow from the
floor at his legs.
"Merry Christmas, Baby!" His mothe r has finally come out of the bathroom, and
even though he is only eight years old, Sidney knows she is high. He doesn't quite exactly
know what "being high" is, but he knows his mother is a crackhead because the children
at school tell him so. He sits alone in the back of the classroom where Ms . Mazella
forgets to ca ll on him, even when he raises his hand, because his mother is a crackhead .
Sidney doesn't know what a crackhead looks like, but he does know it means no one will
sit with him in the cafeteria at a lunch table and share their food with him.
"Where's your lunch, Crackie?" Sampson asks with cruel derision in his
mockingly concerned voice.
"Did your mother smoke your sandwich today, huh? Did she sell your milk and
cookies for a hit?"
"A hit of what?" Sidney wants to ask, but Sampson is in the fifth grade and
he is on ly in the second. The little kids were supposed to accept being bu llied by t he
bigger kids, but they weren't allowed to tell, fight back, or ask questions, like, "What
is a crack hoe?"
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Sidney has never seen crack, but he knows it sizzles at night in the dark, the
crackling noise keeping him awake while he is trying to fall asleep. Crack must taste
the way it smells, like burning electricity in the air after a nearby lightning storm.
Cra ck means there is no food in the refrigerator, and he will go to bed hungry
most nights, his free school lunch being the only meal he will have eaten that day.
Having a crackhead for a mother means the landlord is going to put a white
piece of paper with a fancy stamp under the door, which will frighten his mother so
that she holds him while she cries .
He will make his own Ramen noodle soup for dinner these nights. Soon, the
heat and electricity will be turned off, and they will have to go next door tool' Missus
Bailey's nice, clean, warm apartment so they can sleep without freezing to death
during the night. Sure, it also means he would have to squeeze into ol' Missus Bailey's
nasty, moldy, smelly sleeping bag, but then, he will share his mother's warmth and
she will hold him close for comfort.
Even if she won't stay out of the bathroom for long, Mom is here now, smiling
and happy.

There is a single navel orange wrapped in a small brown paper bag, placed under
the Christmas ivy. It is for him. For her, he gives a surprisingly well-painted portrait of
himself on paper, done in school, during art class. There is no other holiday cheer or
special treat for him.
"Please Mom, no," Sidney silently pleads as his mother reenters the bathroom.
Wistfully, he fingers the red foil folded around the ivy plant. He waits with
excitement and joy, knowing she will love her gift, and together, they will share the
sweet-smelling orange he can taste from across the cold room.
Right now, as he waits for her to come out of the bathroom, crack means loving
someone so much it hurts.
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Three Essays
John Battle

PART 1
There's a house you can't enter until someone shows you the way.
And you never forget.
It's a secret I can't reveal on the page.
All I can say is that someone showed me (like the rabbit guiding Alice to
Wonderland} and his name was Willy.
Fifty people lived in the three stories of that swaying brick building. All of
them were punk rockers who couldn't afford dive bars but could afford a sixer at
the gas station across the street. They wore weathered jackets over their faded tour
shirts, all of them for bands that belonged to their parents (Zeppelin, Grateful Dead,
Alice in Chains) which they stole before running away from suburbia for something
pure, something raw and untouched . Their wrists and waists were wrapped in ironmaidens, spiked and ready to kill. They painted their fingernails with animal blood
and let mascara run from their eyes like a devil's tears (I would quote Dante's Inferno
here, but I don't want to sound pretentious).
Usually how it would go would be something like this: Strange Man with big
mustache (Wil ly) would show unsuspecting New Kid (Me) a good time. Get him drunk.
Spin him around. Take him on the L. Try out a new comedy routine about be ing faded
during a Bulls game. Train stops . New Kid has no idea where he is. When asked,
Strange Man just says, "around the next corner." Pass by the same mural of the
Avengers multiple times. Reach building condemned by the city.
Go inside (never leave).
They made a game out of it. Like a hazing ritual at a frat. Once you were in you
were in for life. Everyone knew your name . Though I never learned a name besides
Willy's. The only reason I went there was for Willy and the money he owed me-well
over a thousand dollars for the hundred pages I wrote for him over the semester.
Papers of various lengths and on random, gen-ed topics like the biology of Emperor
penguins (which bow to one another before they mate), or how Edward Hopper's
"Nighthawks" makes a statement on American Isolationism (which it doesn't) . And
every time I would format, print , and ride my ass down to this building, he would
feed me beer and tell me "next week, when the check comes in," and I'd stay for a
while, let the punk chicks eye me with suspicion and disgust, avoid the pills, and
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ride back to my apartment with a buzz that faded more and more with each pedal
of the bike.
One day was different though. It was the end of the semester, finals week,
and I was done with classes. I had a train to catch Friday morning, heading back
to central Illinois for Christmas break with the family, but I was delivering around
a thousand pages of dissertations, thesis papers, artist statements, and make-up
work for the flunkies who thought they could squeeze out a "D" with one of my papers
(those were the hardest, having to dumb down the vernacular of the prose just to
make sure the teachers couldn't find me in it-not that they were looking for me-but
I had a fear, a sometimes crippling fear, that they all knew and were building a case
on me, the serial-cheater, the man who wrote papers for John Marshall Law School,
DePaul, UIC, Columbia, Loyola, SAIC, and so many others). I got through most of the
deliveries earlier in the week so that when Thursday rolled around I only had three:
Willy's hovel on the west side, where I had to deliver five papers, all overdue, all of a
fifth-grade reading level; up in Wrigleyville, a surgeon-to-be needed her dissertation
for her philosophy minor (in which she decided to take a crack at answering the
philosophical conundrum of "is our universe real?" which, I've got to tell you, put me
in the toilet for a few days mentally); and lastly, back in the Loop, I had to deliver an
auteur paper on Akira Kurosawa for a friend.
It was snowing, wet and clumpy, making it suicide to ride the bike. So I took
the train with the after-work crowd and watched. A young, Mexican maid leaned on a
support bar, her young-adult glee worn into an oblong, adult passivism by the hotel
grime filling in her laugh lines. Two high schoolers sat, knees touching, checking to see
who was ignoring them on Facebook. A guy in the back corner wore a suit that hung low
like the ones David Duchovny wore in The X-Files. He whispered angrily into his phone.
I imagined he just had a fight with Scully and he was having his "long night of solace,"
a term I learned from a film book that I had to read for a paper. It's the point in a film
when everything looks bleak, often personified by a death, either physical or spiritual.
The book was shit but I like the term. Long night of solace. Sounds like that night, with
the black sky burned orange by the Chicago lights.
I couldn't stop thinking about going home.
The party brought me back into Chicago. Stepping into the basement of Willy 's,
I got a beer put in my hand and a slap on the back. The basement had no floor, save
the chunked concrete in the corner. It was just earth beneath our feet, rough and dry
like the cold basement air, which smelled of stale weed and several days' worth of unshowered grime. Piled high along the walls were empty cans of PBR , Natty Ice, Bud,
Miller, and whatever cheap shit they stole. It was a wallpaper of debauchery. A couple
film lights glared shadows on the walls and silhouetted the gothic masses, all pale
faces in black makeup, all starving and jonesing. Music pounded my head until it was
nothing but white noise in the darkest corners of my mind. I waited for Willy because
trying to find him in the maze of upstairs rooms was always worth less than it got me.
And besides, he always came to find me when he figured out his next excuse.
It came after four beers. Willy's shaved head poked through the crowd, his
mustache a caricature of western sensibility, and he gave me a nod and a smile. He
did the thing where he opens his mouth and talks quiet, so even if the music wasn't
scratching my brain I'd still not catch a word of it. The stoic slab of my face shut him
up and he pointed at the roof, to the leaning mass of gargoyle stone that threatened
to fall in on us.
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The other floors of the building were weak and soggy, but still clinging to life.
Sleeping bags were shoved in corners, blankets and pillows were slathered on old,
broken countertops. Everyone above ground kept a running tally, making sure no more
than five people were ever on a floor at a time. It was a job to herd people back into the
basement, to keep them drunk and on the verge of leaving. Willy liked that part of the
job, often heading home with a random at the end of the night, just to get some central
air, a paid-for breakfast in the morning, and a solid floor to sleep on. "The floor's good
for your back," he would say. And he was right. His posture was impeccable .
Willy stopped us in a graveyard of a kitchen. Tiles were falling off the walls
revealing wa llpaper from the sixties. The color was a droopy fluorescent, which slid
from the walls with the water that leaked from rusty pipes. The sink was full of paper
plates and piss . A girl in tight leather pants and fierce red war paint sat sunken in a
couch that was crammed in the space, her legs crossed in an uncomfortable fashion,
phone in hand, typing the next Great American Novel to her boyfriend or her mother,
asking for money for booze and a taxi ride regardless .
Willy turned to look at me with wide, addled eyes, shot with red veins and
rimmed in blue bruises. His nose was running. The snot had a light hint of blood
and was drying into the waves and creases of his mustache. "So," he said, "you got
'em?" He was wiping sweaty palms on midnight jeans, powdered with white. I set my
bookbag down.
"The money, Will."
He dug his hand into his pocket, which seemed as deep as his knee. I removed
the manila envelope from my pack, thick with two to five page essays, headered
with Willy's name and random dates from the semester, properly formatted, doublespaced, twelve-point font, Arial (unless an assignment called for Courier or Times).
and stapled at the perfect spot. It was heavy on the little kitchen table, which was a
foldout card table from the dime store, with a pack of old Juicy Fruit stuck under a leg
to make it even.
Willy pulled his hand free from his pocket and change showered down. A rogue
quarter slipped through a crack and fell into the party abyss below. In his hand was a
baggie, the small Ziploc kind . It was wrinkled and occupied by ten pills, which looked
like multi-colored Smarties with little fossils imprinted on them. I knew what they
were, more so as a symbol than the actual brand or chemical concoction. A slap in my
face . The culmination of a windup that took all semester to build, accentuated with a
"Willy Smile" and a giddy "There ya go."
"That's drugs, Willy."
"You can sell 'em for way more than I owed you ."
" No. I can't. I'm not selling drugs."
Willy leaned into me . "This is my last semester. This is some good ass shit. Just
take it, man. It can get you laid. You can sell it. Or you can just forget it and hate me.
It's whatever."
"Or I could kick your ass." I imagined my face a stoic statue of Beowulf just
before striking Grendel down. My hands tightened to fists at my side, creaking like
old leather. Bones popping like in the movies. I thought about the time my friend Josh
got punched in the face and I just stood there while the big, bad monster beat him
bloody. Like a statue.
"Don't be like that." Willy rubbed his hands together like sandpaper. "What's
it worth to ya? What do I gotta give ya? My bike? My girlfriend? Her younger sister?"
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"A thousand dollars, Willy."
"Jesus fuck." Willy recoiled from sobriety slapping him in the face for the first
time in his life. His bony fingers ran across his scratchy scalp. He couldn't look me in
the eyes and I didn't want him to.
"Five hundred," I said . He looked up at me. I remembered the time my girlfr iend
looked up at me from the crook of that oak tree behind the junior high and she told
me she wanted someone else. I didn't cry until I was home alone in my room. "What
do you have in your pocket, Willy?" He motioned to the floor of change beneath us.
The glint of that quarter. Then he shook the baggie again.
"I'll do anything, man. You want to get drunk? I'll keep you teetering till next
semester. You want my Playstation? Boom. You want a girl at this party? Pick her out
and I'll get her on your dick. Bro, I mean it. For real. These pills, man. These pills will
make you fucking fly tonight. I can give you a killer last day. Prepare to be reborn.
Trust me on this . Come on."
As he spoke I forgot my anger. It crawled back into the part of my body that
swallowed things whole and spat out cowardice in the form of sweaty palms, halfhearted handshakes, awkward goodbyes, ignored conversations with headphones,
never meeting the eyes of the homeless on the street, keeping locked away in my
bedroom staring out at the empty apartments and wondering why I don't do the
things that keep me near people . Willy's mouth kept moving and he took one of the
pills out and laid it in his palm, smaller than a dime, light orange, a Roman numeral
(IX) pressed in to it.
I took it.
Willy clapped my shoulder and we went subterranean, into the thick of it. He
started asking about girls; what kind I liked, which one looked nice; but not that one
because she has a boyfriend and he's a football player at RMU, and not that one
either because Willy had slept with her and she was the kind of girl to just lay there
and text while you did your thing, and definitely not her, she looks skinny but she's a
cow underneath, and that one 's nice but she's kind of a prude, you'd probably have
to get her drunk, and don't go for her, she has a twin and she'll try to fuck with you
because her twin looks exactly like her but it's a guy, and if I wanted a black chick
he knew a party back near campus that a lot of the volleyball team hung out at, and
he knew a few comedy majors there who could get us in. It was in that mess that I
saw her, a girl in the crowd moving a bit slower than the people around her, wearing
a t ight attire of black and silver, with the kind of makeup on that made her look like
a member of GWAR, eyes so deep and moon shaped that they sucked in all the light.
She was small and pale like baby powder. She was translucent in the glow, a specter
in my sight. As I was pulled toward her, my legs folded back like a horse's and I
felt each and every groove, rivet, and bump on the moon-like floor. Her face was a
painting of indifference, so cold and gone, so still and unmoving, like a corpse. The
air around us was so light that my head was hard to support, leaning side to side ,
back and forth. My teeth grinded in my head, like chalk flaking on a sidewalk. Words
spilled like blood from my sticky mouth , but I heard them from behind my own head ,
like an actor's voice and not my own. He was reading a script, something smooth ,
suave, collected, like Harrison Ford on the Millennium Falcon, or Don Draper with a
cigarette hanging limp from his uncaring lips. He wore skin that fit , clothes that were
comfortab le; two gaping wounds that I had never noticed but were running red with
embarrassment. This actor, he took out the baggie that Willy had given me and he
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said something about giving the girl one if she was willing. The girl took his hand and
led him to a corner, pushing his back into it. She took black lipstick from her bag and
slid it on her lips, using her phone to check herself, or maybe take a selfie (I thought
about a nightmare I had as a child, or maybe it was a memory, where I laid in bed
and looked at the shadow of a swinging tree on my wall, and it looked like the T-rex
skeleton from Jurassic Park) . Then her hands went into the actor's pants. He slid
further into the corner of the room, shoulders bending uncomfortably but wanting to
feel that end of the room, that spot where the two walls met, if it even existed at all.
Maybe the crease ran back into nothing and he could fall. "Choke me ," she said and
he obeyed, wrapping his belt around her neck and fastening it like a leash . "Harder,"
she said . He pulled on it and her white skin deepened with pink . He was gurning
down at her, but she didn't notice. She was holding her breath. "Tell me to suck it,"
she said. He did. He was good at listening. He didn't speak any more than the lines
she fed him. "Call me a slut," "Call me your pet," "Slap me ." When she took him in
her mouth his eyes rolled back into his skul l and gazed at the pink mass of brain that
was inhabited by little people in suits and ties, pulling levers, turning knobs. When he
looked out at the party, he saw it pulled into a fisheye lens, ghosts and ghouls circled
a pit of fire and coals in the middle of the room, dug into the floor about four feet and
piled high with tinder. The flames rose up through a hole in the ceiling and the dead
danced around it, chanting some forgotten language, read from dissolving tablets. It
was a phantom pain. He knew there was a girl on her knees in front of him. He knew
that he swallowed a pill. He knew that if he thought on it long enough he'd remember
the name of his body, he'd remember my name. He knew he needed to leave. And
at that moment he watched the girl stand, push up the sleeve to his college hoodie,
pucker her lips, and push them hard against his forearm, leaving a picture-perfect
imprint of pure black. The pattern of her lips, the fabric of them, was left on him in
hyper-realistic detail. Every crack, part, imperfection, was like a kaleidoscope of milky
darkness. And I watched from my perch. The owl in the attic. With all the toys . Locked
away.

INT . BASEMENT - CONTINUOUS
The party continues

(ANGLE ON: guy throwing up into woman ' s lap .
CUT TO:

Reaction shot from woman: pure disgust .
The girl acts as the DIRECTOR. She hasn ' t called action . She's
staging the scene The ACTOR needs to be somewhere. His objective .
He has two essays to deliver.
ANGLE ON:

Actor ' s

face ,

a spinning glaze of confusion ;

something

David ''Lynchian . "

There's a ticking clock; a train the next day . She guides the actor
outside. CLOSE UP of her hand on the door knob.
(CONTINUED)
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(CONTINUED)
EXT. CITY STREET - CONTINUOUS
WIDE SHOT : owl ' s - eye - view , tracking the two figures (actor and director) .
It ' s cold . It can be seen in the wet snow that comes down heavy ,
clumping onto anything and everything; plus the breath that comes
out in puffs .
DEVELOPMENT : the actor receives a text from delivery number two .
INSERT - PHONE
Text message reads : "I'm almost home . "
BACK TO SCENE
Director points actor to his bike .
INSERT - BIKE
It ' s thin tires cutting divots into the snow.
DIRECTOR
The trains aren ' t running.
We ' re close on her mouth ,

lips smeared black.

Hands him keys to said bike ' s lock.

Hands him MacGuffin:

his bag.

INSERT - BAG
Too expensive for what it does. Sends him off.
BACK TO SCENE
Action .

PART 2
Samurai used to meditate on death. They would sit on their knees, sword
before them, eyes closed, and they would imagine the gruesome ways in which
they wou ld die that day. Eyes pecked out by birds, bad bout of dysentery, bandits
on the road w ith bows and arrows, ran through by the blade. They would kneel
there in the early morn ing and let t hese things play out. And it brought them
peace. The way of the Bushido was to embrace death so much that the Samurai
believed himself to be dead already. The only wavering variable in their mind was
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if they were going to die slow or quick. Dying slow was for dogs.
I was a dog in those Chicago streets.
The bike skid out from under me and down the street. I regained control of my
body in the fall. The pavement was wet and brutal . White snow landed fresh on top
of me and stuck cold to my back, licked the hairs on the back of my neck, kissed the
lashes of my eyes. The icy wind that night embraced me and made me forget about
where I had just come from. The sounds of the thumping music were still echoing
in my brain . My thoughts were lost in there somewhere . But on my forearm was the
impression of that last kiss. And as I stood, my pockets jostled with seventy-three
cents in assorted change and a crinkled baggie filled with eight multi-colored pills. I'm
in Chicago, I thought. The Sears Tower (still refused to call it Willis) was a monument
in the distance, splashed with the burnt orange sky and lit in the dead of that dead
night; my lighthouse on the shore.
Addison was another lifetime away. Checked my phone. The second essay
had messaged me some time ago saying she was almost home. I thought about
messaging back but didn't. That felt cooler somehow. Gave me a little warmth.
All I needed was a change of clothes, the Red Line, and a shot of tequila . The
buzzing feeling the pill left in my soul was numbing, emotionally. Like I still wasn't
quite in control. Just grasping for it. Like reaching for your glasses in the dark. Maybe
if I got a hold of it I'd find it cracked. Damaged irreparably. That's the kind of fear only
a mother can put into you .
I ducked into a Walgreens and looked for clothes. Socks, a hoody, anything.
They were all there. Unpleasant, but there. Christmas-time stuff. So like a cheap
hoodie with a snowman on it, red wool socks that jingled with little bells after each
step, sweatpants that were several sizes too big, a shirt that said "Happy Holidays"
even though it was red and green so everyone knew it meant to say "Merry Christmas,
Bitch." And a pint of tequila to top it all off. The green pack of Newport Longs tested
me, but I didn't need them like I needed the tequila.
As I put it all up on the counter, dripping melting snow onto the slick floor, the
man behind the counter eyeballed me. He was a big guy, not fat, just big, broad at
the shoulders with a bouncer's face, tattoos leaking out from under his long sleeves,
and a face so unused to being shaved that the five o'clock shadow grew in as he
rung me up. His name tag said "Max" and I wondered if his parents had hoped for
a Maximillian, instead of what stood before me. If asked he probably would have
snorted and said, "They're dead, fuck 'em."
He didn't ask for my ID and he slumped his shoulders after he finished. Not
saying a word. Just waiting for me to put the money on the counter.
There was a problem. My wallet was not in my back pocket. It was not in my
backpack when I searched it either. Max groaned as the panic ran over my face. He'd
seen this one before. "If you don't have any money I'm gonna have to ask you to step
aside, kid." There was no one behind me, no one in the entire store except for the
pharmacist who stayed late to undercount a few bottles of Oxy.
Still, I stepped aside .
Checking, rechecking, triple-checking pockets, zipped compart-ments, loose
flaps, etc. Nothing. It was gone. And even though I didn't know it like a fact or even
an educated guess, I knew that the cold, pale girl with her black lips had it in one of
her pockets, probably squished in next to the tube of black lipstick or stuck under her
phone. I hoped it was making it uncomfortable for her to sit for too long.
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"If you don't have the money, you can't get the stuff. I'm not interested, kid."
Max was sucking in deep breaths, his chest widening and slumping back in, breathing
with his whole body.
"Some chick stole it."
"That sucks." His voice didn't sound like it sucked. It sounded like it wasn't his
problem. And I got it. He was working graveyard shift in Pilsen, probably making less
than minimum wage because it was a little cheaper to live out there, probably living
with people he didn't know and didn't care about, going straight from this job to some
window washing in the Loop. His life sucked and he didn't care that I got a blowjob
and had my fuckin' wallet stolen . I got it. But it still pissed me off.
I thought about getting one good punch in before Maximillian ripped my arms
off and beat me to death with them.
Deep breath. "Is there anything I can do?"
"Get the fuck outta line."
"I need the clothes, man. It's fuckin' cold outside."
"I dun care."
The pharmacist came out of the back and waved to Max before punching out.
"Later, Maxy." His voice was light and airy.
'"Night, faggot." But his laugh was deep and affirming and it paused our
negotiation as it trailed out into the parking lot. Max pulled out his phone as I
continued.
"I can get you the money. I'm about to get paid and I can bring it right back.
Tonight." He just laughed. "Listen, I know you get this shit all the time, but look at
me ." He did . "I just had a shit go, okay? Cut me some slack." He thought about it.
"Still dun care, kid."
I thought about running. Didn't know if he could catch me or if he would even
care enough to. But with my luck he'd have a pistol under the counter and they'd pin
me as a drug runner after they found the baggy on me. He'd be a big hero. Headline:
Maximillian Slays Crooked Thug. At least that'd rustle him a bit. "I told the suit it
was Max, fucker didn't listen." There was also the thought about what to grab if
I ran. The sweater? Socks? The tequila? They all seemed integral to my survival.
And standing in the store, even with its heat, my fingers went pale and my spine
shivered, teeth chattering as my body stopped burning the coal in my heart. There
were too many ashes now. Everything was clogged. If I didn't do something, then I
would die. I would not make it home . Not back to the apartment, not to the train the
next day. I remembered a time when I was in junior high, when Heath and Chris and
I used to play pretend and fight evil all day, running the rivers, climbing so high we
were afraid to fall down . I remembered one day when the winds changed and the
temperature dropped. Snow started coming down and we were in shorts and tank
tops and sweating like horses (not pigs because pigs don't sweat, I learned that from
my dad). We climbed the riverbank and trudged down the road. It wasn't until getting
on that heated pavement that we realized we had gone much further down river than
we usually did. It would be several miles back to anyone's home, but we walked and
kept our mouths shut. And up the road some ways, sitting in a ditch was a car door,
torn off and left there by who-knows-who and for who-knows-what. Chris tore into that
thing with his pocket knife and Heath joined in. I just watched. And when they were
done they had a few small sheets of insulation and we wrapped our arms and held
them up in front of us to stop the wind, what little we could. I'm not sure if it actually
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helped, but in our young minds it did. We walked up the hill back into town and found
refuge in Chris's grandma's trailer. We survived.
I thought about freezing in a ditch in the woods. A slow death.
The next thing I did was reach into my pocket and wrap my dead hand around
its contents . There was a moment's pause (a beat, if you will). And when I pulled it
out, the seventy-three cents bounded down on the counter and bounced every which
way, rolling under the register, falling down to the floor and sliding to places it would
never be seen again. My blue fist came down on the counter and sat trembling with
the frost that was settling in over my chest. The anxious energy in my brain loosened
the fingers enough to let the plastic baggy crinkle and show between the slits of
my fingers and out the sides of my palm. I lifted my hand and placed it at my side.
Maximillian looked down at it and studied it with a graceful resentment only seeable
in paintings (take "Self Portrait 1889" by Vincent van Gogh as an example).
"What's this?" His voice knew what it was. His mind was catching up. There
was a vein hanging over his right temple that pulsed as he chewed the thoughts in
his head.
Just then the entrance doors slid open and the pharmacist strolled back in.
The headlights of his car were poking through the glass of the door and highlighting
him. He was bundled and wrapped in scarves from head to toe. Without looking at us
he said, "Hey, Maxy" and went toward the back of the store. Max didn't answer. His
fist, clenched and white, pushed the baggie across the counter toward me. I put my
eyes on him and bored them into his flesh.
"Forgot my phone," said the pharmacist as he strolled back to the front. He
waved his phone to prove it. Max continued to edge the baggie towards me. I stepped
back and the pharmacist changed course, coming over to the counter. Max put his
hairy hand over the baggie and clenched tight. The sound of air escaping it whispered
by us as the pharmacist reached in front of me, grabbed a candy bar, and placed it on
the counter. "Oh, are you going?" he motioned at me. I looked at Max. Max looked back
at me, the vein on his temple a solid distention of the hate he was pushing toward me.
"I think we're all settled here,"
"I think you still owe me some change." I said.
Max let a stifled breath wind out of his nose. He grabbed the candy bar,
scanned it, took the pharmacist's money, and gave exact change without breaking
eyes with me.
"Later, Maxy," said the pharmacist.
"Later, faggot," said Max. After the pharmacist was safely in his car and driving
away, his headlights peeling off the front of the store, Max opened his palm. The
baggie was sweaty as I snagged it, opened it and put one pill on the counter. I didn't
know what I was doing, but I looked at Max and the way his lip twitched, as if he
wanted to smile. It made me feel better, if not cheated a little. How much were these
pills worth exactly? I thought. I wished I had asked Willy.
Max took the pill and hesitated before putting it on his tongue. I watched
it dissolve, then I stripped down, changing into my new get-up as Max sat against
the wall and looked up at the ceiling. There was a fan spinning above him. His lips
mouthed the numbers as he counted the blades whirling endlessly before him. My
socks jingled as I put them on and it only took walking to the door before I knelt down
to rip the bells off them , tossing them on the ground with the seventy-three cents in
change and everything else I left in that fuckin' store.
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EXT . WALGREENS - CONTINUOUS
SERIES OF SHOTS:
A)
B)
C)
D)
E)

Actor picks up bike .
Peddles moving .
City street from above .
Cars packed in the slushy snow .
The bike weaves , makes good time .

CROSSFADE :
.
street
city
same
,
down
FIRST IMAGE: actor on bike , still top
EXT . ROOSEVELT BRIDGE - NIGHT
SECOND IMAGE: same set up , different street ,
of traffic and the accumulati on of snow .
WIDE SHOT: Actor crosses bridge ,

shown by the piling

leaving us behind.

I thought about the time I cried to my father and he was as cold as a stone. I think about
that time often. He told me (this was at a later time, long after I had opened myself
up like that) that he hadn't cried since he was seventeen. It was at my grandmothe r's
kitchen table. She (my grandmothe r) stood at the opposite end stirring something. I
imagine she looked as old as she is now. She told him they were moving again . He sat.
He cried. She didn't say anything else.
I thought about slipping on the train platform and falling on the tracks. At first
I could get up and was able to climb off. But then I thought of landing hard on my
spine, or going face first onto the electrical line. Hearing the train rolling toward me
and seeing nothing but worried faces look down at me, only to cover their eyes at the
last moment.
I texted the second essay and told her I was on the way.
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Baby May
Maddy lpema

I REMEMBER THE FIRST TIME I HELD A WHITE BABY. I HAD SEEN PLENTY OF
white babies before , but never were my black fingers allowed to touch one. It was the
summer of 1952. My mama fixed me up in my best clothes like I was going to Sunday
School . She made me put on my best trousers that breezed by my ankles, making me
feel the nip of the wind as it blew by on a cool evening. And I had to wear my best
white button -down shirt that fit me just right, and boy did she know it. My mama then
prepared me for this experience with a quick talk.
"Son, we gonna see Ms. Newberry's new daughter this afternoon. She was born
a couple days ago, and we gonna bring her a pie and visit the baby, OK? I need you to be
respectful and patient son, OK?"
"OK, Mama, " I said. I wanted to ask her if I would be allowed to hold the baby, but
I was scared of babies then. I was only about five years old, but I remember baby May
like it was yeste rday.
Ms . Newberry was our neighbor. She was a kind, white woman, and she liked us
for some reason , me and Mama. Ms. Newberry had a stocky and firm build. She seemed
old to me at the time, but looking back, she was probably in her mid 5Os. Her hips were
very prevalent, and her long, white hair hung below her shoulders, stick straight. She
had big, clear, round glasses and always wore frivolous yet sophisticated long dresses,
so long you could neve r even see her ankles.
Mama used to work for Ms. Newberry, cleaning and whatnot. She worked for her
until I turned three . Mama was tired, and she was finally getting checks from Papa. But
it never felt like she stopped working for her, beca use I still saw Ms. Newberry all the
time and so did Mama. I would sometimes go there after school and wait for Mama to
finish up. Whenever I would get off the school bus she would come out of nowhere from
behind her tiny screen door and be perched on her egg white porch like a still figure just
waiting to ask me, "You want some cookies, son? I just fixed some if you would like to
come in and have some with me?"
I would always reply with "Yes, Ma'am," because you don't dare say no to Ms .
Newber ry. My mama always said if a lady like Ms . Newberry offers you anything, you
take it. I never knew what she meant by "lady like Ms. Newberry," but I know now that
I'm older. I remember being real excited to meet baby May. I remember being confused,
though, because Ms. Newberry didn't have no husband. At least I hadn't ever seen one.
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But my mama said to mind my own business and that you don't ask questions like that
to women, so I swallowed my thoughts and suppressed them with my saliva 'til I could
muster up "Yes, Mama." I had seen Mama and Ms. Newberry whispering about some
man for a little while. I couldn't make out what they was saying really, but I heard fear in
Ms. Newberry's voice . I could tell because Mama was using her calming tone that she
uses with me when I'm upset. Her voice drops about two octaves and is nothing but a
sweet whisper in my ears. She has this look in her eyes when she does the whisper. She
radiates peace.
My hands were so sweaty-which I was used to with the Mississippi heat and
everything-but this was a different type of sweat. It was a nervous, anxious, "don't
mess up" sweat that smothered my hands. It made them tingle and shine in the light of
the Mississippi sun, and I thought they looked pretty and that maybe the baby would like
my hands to be glittery and shiny. I looked at myself in the dirty, cracked mirror to see
my five-year-old face looking above average.
My mama baked her famous sweet potato pie, and we left the house with it in
tow to meet baby May. We walked the two-minute trek to Ms. Newberry's tiny house. It
was pale white with a nice wraparound porch and a wooden rocking chair just rocking
with the wind when she wasn't paying it any attention. I approached the screen door and
knocked lightly 'cause Mama's hands were full of sweet potato. It was a nice little knock
with my boyish stubby hands, my heavy sweat leaking out of them like a drippy faucet. I
kept wiping them on my good trousers when Mama wasn't looking.
"For heaven's sake just come in!" Ms. Newberry said from behind the screen
mama gave a sly smile out of the side of her mouth, and I laughed a little laugh
My
door.
inside. I liked seeing Mama smile . Ms. Newberry was good for that, and she was good to
her. I think she gave Mama hope.
"Well, open the door, son," she said with annoyance. I opened the door slowly and saw
Ms. Newberry sitting down. Her breast was out, and I was scared to look at it; I didn't know if I
should look at it. I had never seen one before, and it looked so forbidden and strange to me. I
saw baby May sucking the sweet milk with her intricate, pink lips. It looked like an impossible
task for both parties involved. My mama went up and gave Ms. Newberry her pie.
"Thank you for the pie. You didn't have to do that," she said.
"Oh, hush," said Mama.
"Todd. get over here would ya?" asked Ms. Newberry.
"Yes, Ma'am," I replied like a robot. Thankfully, Ms. Newberry had put her breast
away, and I was finally eye-to-eye with baby May.
"You wanna hold her?" she asked me. I nodded and looked up at Mama. She
nodded in return but had caution in her eyes. My hands were getting even more sweaty
now, and I took a good look at baby May. Her skin was white and porcelain like a
beautiful china doll. Her eyes were chocolate brown with fire and desire in them. You
could detect shades of yellow and green in the right light. I looked intently at them.
Ms. Newberry placed her inside my fragile boyish arms, and I cradled her in them. I
could feel her tiny heart beat against my chest. She was so peaceful, so calm, and so
fragile. Her eyes sneaked a glance my way, and I felt my heart flutter with excitement.
I caressed her soft white skin and clutched her finger against my black skin. Her skin
was so smooth and supple, without a single visible flaw. I wanted to hold her forever.
Mama and Ms. Newberry were talking in the kitchen when I heard a knock at
the screen door. It wasn't like my small, cautious, boyish knock, it was loud and firm. I
could hear heavy footsteps out on the white porch.
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"Helen," the deep voice eluded from outside the door. "Helen, let me in," the
man shouted. "I just want to see her for five minutes."
Ms. Newberry froze in the kitchen. Mama and Ms. Newberry looked at each
other, but this time Mama wasn't calm. Fear gripped their faces. The man started
kicking at the door, his heavy boot making a loud beat. Baby May began to cry. Ms.
Newberry went quickly to the door and cracked it open, ever so slightly.
"Stop, would you! You're causing a ruckus," she said angrily. I had never heard
anger in Ms. Newberry's voice , just peace.
"Let me in right now Helen, or I'm calling the cops." Ms. Newberry opened the
door slowly and gave my mama a look . I couldn't tell what she was try ing to say; I don't
even think Mama was prepared for what would happen next.
The man entered the house . He was gigantic and carried a prickly beard
attached to his chin like it was an award. He was heavy, with a firm build , and he had
the same fire in his eyes as baby May. He looked at Mama and me with disgust. The
man let out an exasperated sigh.
"Helen , why the hell do you have colored people in your home?"
I looked up at Mama. She looked at me intently, but didn't dare say a word.
"This is my home, Mike. I can have anyone in here I please," said Ms. Newberry.
"Right, well not around my kid. You don't have no colored folks around her, do
you?" he said.
"Todd , come here," Mama said. I looked at baby May for what would be the last
time and stared into the fire in her eyes once more. I hoped it wouldn't turn into an
explosion like her father's eyes gave off. I caressed her soft, sweet white skin against my
rough black skin once more and walked over to Ms. Newberry to give her May.
"You shouldn't have colored people 'round your baby, Helen. Why don't you
understand that? Tell them to get out." Ms. Newberry looked at the floor. Mama
gripped my good shirt tightly. "Tell them to get out!" he shouted, violently, with so much
power that baby May began to scream and wail. He took the plates that had slices of
pie resting on them and threw them on the ground toward Mama and me. The plate
barely missed Mama's cheek , and she froze. Her eyes were shut, and she had a look
of concentration on her face . Mama's hand gripped my sleeve so tightly that I thought
she would rip it off.
"Get out." Ms. Newberry muttered under her breath. Mama's face was
expressionless and completely blank; she wasn 't going to give them any satisfaction.
"Come on , Todd," she said, as I looked at Ms. Newberry and baby May once more.
Mama never looked at them again , and we walked off the white porch to the sound of
baby May wailing, an explosion already erupting in her eyes.
We never talked to Ms. Newberry again , and I never saw baby May again . I always
wanted to ask Mama why we didn't see Ms. Newberry no more but I didn't want to make
her upset. When I realized that Ms. Newberry had moved out , I still didn't dare say a
word, but Mama did. She came up to me and caressed my cheek.
"Todd?" she said, her faint whisper consuming my ears.
"Yes, Mama?"
"Sometimes men have too mu ch power, so much that it goes to their head. You
need to know somethin', and understand somethin', son. You don't got no more power
than anyone else, OK? But you also don't got any less." She stroked my cheek and
kissed my forehead. She stood up to return to the kitchen and tend to dinner. As her
back was facing me, I whispered "OK, Mama," and that was it.
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Since that day, I never did see a white baby that was more beautiful and pure
than baby May. I wonder where she is today, what's she like, and if she still has that fire
in her eyes. I wonder if she would like me or not.
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The Sad, Sad Story of Sam
Showe rs' Cease less Sprink ling
Lawrence Silveira

SAM SHOWER S ENTERED THE LIB RA RY WITH A BI G SM ILE ON HI S
freckled face and a spring in his step. Today was not just another average Monday
at this second home of his . Today was the day he would receive the prestigious
"Outstanding Community Member" award, given annua lly to the cheeriest, hardestworking, most-dedicated -to-their-town individual in all of Townville. He had combed
his curly red hair into perfect submission , worn his favorite green plaid flannel and
khakis, and even gone through his teeth cleaning routine three times to ensure
he looked his best when he was handed the gold-plated replica of City Hall. The
ceremony was scheduled for eleven sharp, and everybody who was anybody would
be there: the mayor, the fire chief, the crossing guard, everyone. It was a really big
deal.
When he arrived that morning, Sam plopped into his swivel chair and powered
up the computer on the Post-it-Note covered front desk. He was the face of the
Townville library. From this spot, framed by the rows of bookshelves behind him, he
filed returns, checked out books to eager readers, and scoured book review biogs
in his free time to see which new arrivals were worth adding to their collection-all
done, of course, with a smile. As he leaned back in his chair, getting comfy while
the monitor warmed up, he heard a rustling coming from the staff break room. The
library wasn't set to open for another few minutes, so he popped back up and went
to take a look.
Sam strolled in and saw Albert , a forty -year library volunteer, who was hunched
over a sink against the wall, filling his cup with hot water. "Oh , hey, Albert," Sam said.
The man raised his balding head like a tortoise craning out of its shell and nodded,
flipping off the faucet.
" Hello , Sam," Albert replied, his voice monotonous and his tired eyes glinting
underneath the room's fluorescent lights. He reached into an overhead cabinet and
plucked out a tea bag. "Congratulation s on you r big accomplishmen t today."
Sam blushed . Albert gently bobbed the bag of tea back and forth in the cup,
its contents giving the water inside a nice amber color. The old man glanced aga in at
Sam, his line of sight trailing up and up until he stopped at something above Sam's
head. Setting his cup on a nearby book-covered table, he pointed and huffed, "And
what might that be?"
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Sam followed his gaze. Two feet above his head was a white fluff, floating in
It twisted and swirled and reminded him of something that typically would be
air.
the
much higher up in the sky. Much, much higher in the sky.
"A cloud?" Sam replied, confused, obviously. "Maybe it's a product of the
steam coming from your cup?"
Albert looked at the cloud and then to his cup, and then back to the cloud and
back at his cup again. He bobbed his head back and forth a few more times before
saying, "I don't think so." The cloud began to swirl more violently, its white turning to
gray. "Might want to be careful with that, Sam."
"Careful with what?" asked the Library Director, Michelle, as she marched
into the break room, her eminence larger than her tiny frame. With a stern face and
her signature business-blu e suit, she certainly knew how to make an entrance. Sam
gulped, hoping his boss wouldn't see the new personal cloud. He forced a grin-a grin
that said, "I am definitely not trying to hide anything"-b ut then he felt a drop of water
on his nose and the smile faded . Michelle looked up.
"What is . .. ?"
It rained. The cloud rumbled and sheets of water rushed down, drenching Sam
in an icy downpour. He clenched his eyes closed with shock and frantically wiped the
water away from his face, but it kept coming. With confused looks plastered on their
faces, Michelle and Albert both took cautious steps back to dodge the deluge as it
splattered against Sam. Hoping to also escape the storm, Sam stepped to the right,
but the cloud followed . He stepped to the left, and it followed again. He stepped left,
stepped right, stepped up, down, left, right, up, down, over and over and over and
over. It followed each time.
"I don't think that's going to work," Albert muttered. Sam stopped moving,
feeling the raindrops beat against his shoulders.
It was his own personal raincloud.
The rain splashed against the tiled floor and bounced up against the books on
the table. Albert and Michelle immediately jumped into action ripping the books away
from the water, trying to save what they could from any potential damage. Watching
them work, Sam realized he'd never be able to do his job with this cloud. Books and
rain did not mix.
When they finished, Albert stood hunched over, breathing heavy, and Michelle
simply glared at Sam. "My office," she said. "Now."

Ten minutes later-becau se after thinking better of it, Michelle didn't want to get
everything in her office soaked-the y met out on the sidewalk in front of the library. It
was a perfect morning: the sun was shining on the building's brick exterior, birds were
chirping in the nearby birch trees, children were crossing the street safely thanks to
the kind-hearted crossing guard, and a light breeze was blowing. A few passers-by on
early morning runs glanced over when they heard the pitter-patter of rain on concrete.
They quickened their pace when they realized that it actually was the pitter-patter of
rain on concrete coming from a really weird and really small cloud over the library guy.
Sam watched them run, dejected. His soggy clothes-the clothes that he'd worn
to shine at the award ceremony-s tuck to his skin, and his fingers were beginning to
prune. He wanted the raincloud gone. He had hoped it would blow away in the wind,
but it remained directly above him, washing over him in a light drizzle.
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"What is this?" Michelle asked, wagging her index finger at the cloud. "I've
never seen anything like it."
Sam shrugged. "I don't know. It just popped up."
"Can you get rid of it?"
"I don't know," Sam repeated . "It just popped up."
Michelle's forehead wrinkled as she bit the inside of her cheek. She glanced
between the cloud and Sam's eyes, searching for a sign. A sign that would show her
what was wrong with Sam. A sign that could help him with whatever challenges he
might be facing on the inside.
But she couldn't find that sign.
"Are you, um, having a bad day?" she decided to ask, concern on her face. "Is
there anything you need to ... talk about?"
"No," he answered. "No way. You know how excited I was for today-how
excited I am."
"So this raincloud doesn 't mean anything?"
"No," he replied. He wiped away the hair stuck to his forehead. "Like I said, it
just kinda showed up."
Michelle crossed her arms and tapped her foot. She watched a group of
schoolchildren as they lined up at the library entrance across the way, ready for an
exciting field trip to the land of books . They caught sight of Sam and his cloud, staring
with intense fascination. They erupted with questions for their teacher, asking him
what the rainstorm was and why it was there, but he just hurried them inside, telling
them he didn't know. Michelle shook her head in despair.
"Well," she said, eyes fixed on the ground, unable to look at Sam directly
anymore. "I'm sorry about this, but I don't think you can stay at work today." There
was a pause, a meaningful pause. "Not with that."
"Wait," Sam sputtered, "but what about the award-"
The cloud crackled. Lightning flashed through the dark fluff, scaring a few
lingering students inside. Sam jumped in surprise as the storm swirled above and
Michelle raised a knowing eyebrow at him. He understood. He'd known it was coming,
from the moment the cloud appeared, he supposed. How can you do your job when
you've got a personal raincloud thundering up above your head?
"I'm not firing you," Michelle clarified. "You're the face everyone sees when
they come to return their books. You're the poster boy for this library. A pillar of our
institution."
" I know," Sam muttered, thinking about how great it would've felt to hold that
trophy up in front of everyone who was anyone: the police chief, the milkman, the trash
collector, everyone. How great it would have been to win "Outstanding Community
Member."
"Just come back when you figure this thing out. Your award will be waiting."
"It will?"
Michelle nodded. "City rules dictate that the ceremony can be postponed for a
week. After that, the award goes to a yet-to-be-determined runner-up."
"Got it. One week."
Sam turned about-face, heading toward his car in the parking lot, but spun
back around to take one last look at the library he loved. The thick rain hampered
the wonderful view, so thick he cou ldn't even actually seethe building, and he tried
to remember his life without the raincloud-a happy life. Joyous memories flooded
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back to him: when he was talking to Albert in the staff room; when he sat down at
his desk that morning; when he had brushed, flossed, and rinsed his teeth three
times each in preparation for the huge smile he was going to have upon receiving
the glittering trophy; and especially when his green flannel and khakis were dry
and he didn't have to constantly wipe water away from his eyes. This raincloud was
a tragedy. It had taken so much.
He plodded away from the building, his shoes squeaking on the wet sidewalk.
Michelle watched him go, watched the best librarian in Townville history go, and with
a rare crack in her usually stoic fat;:ade, a single tear streamed down her cheek.
There would never be another librarian like him. Never.
Then, she went back inside.

The rest of Sam's day did not go well.
Immediately after leaving the library, Sam tried to trap the cloud above the
roof of his car. With his left hand shielding his eyes from the army of droplets, Sam
squatted down and slowly maneuvered into the front seat. The cloud remained above
the car's top, and as he slid in, its drops plinked on the metal roof. It was working.
But then, in one swift motion, the cloud swooped around, blasted into the car's
interior, and Sam got a mouthful of rainwater. It wasn't as gross as it sounds-not
really gross at all, since rainwater typically tastes quite refreshing-but it was certainly
surprising. He sputtered as he jumped out of the seat. He tried one, two, three, a
bunch of more times, and each time the same result. The cloud wasn't going to let
them be apart. It would have to hover in the car with him.
Sam drove home, irritated, and it seemed the raincloud understood. It
thundered and writhed the entire way home, spilling its showers so fast that a puddle
had formed at his feet, splashing up against his shins every time his foot pressed the
throttle.
Upon entering his first-floor apartment, he muttered to himself, "Maybe this will
just go away on its own." He tossed his wet belongings on the couch, slipped off his
slippery shoes, and hummed a happy tune-trying to ignore the constant downpour,
which seemed to help a little. The downpour turned to drizzle.
He made his way to the kitchen to settle his rumbling stomach . He pulled
from the cabinets two slices of bread from a half-eaten loaf and from the fridge a
jar of mustard and a healthy portion of lunchmeat-smoked turkey. As he assembled
the sandwich, the bread began to liquefy and the mustard began to slime and the
lunchmeat was wet but otherwise okay. Sam scarfed down the soggy sandwich as it
fell apart in his hands, bread dripping between his fingers. It was super gross, but he
still ate it.
"You can't even let up long enough for me to eat?" Sam asked the cloud, not
expecting an answer. The raincloud didn't respond.
Sam just shook his head in disappointment and thought about doing the
things he would normally do were there not a raincloud above his head-scrolling
through Twitter, reading whatever book he had checked out from the library that
week, finally getting around to watching that one documentary about tropical fish
that he'd been dying to see-but with nonstop rain pouring around him, all of that was
a no go. He tried Googling "personal raincloud" on his laptop, stuffing it in a plastic
bag and typing with a backscratcher, but to his dismay, all he could find were weather
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trackers and occasional links to local therapist's offices. He tried med itating, toohis first time-by sitting on the hardwood floor of his living room and willing away the
cloud, but the light pitter-patters persisted. After about twenty minutes of sitting in a
growing puddle and feeling the water seep through his pants, he gave up. The rain was
drenching everything in the space.
With the day drawing to a close and no sign of the squall stopping, Sam decided
he should wear his raincoat. If he couldn't get rid of the cloud, at least he could try to
keep his clothes dry. Slugging on the big yellow jacket, he instantly felt a warm sense
of relief.
So, finally feeling somewhat comfortable in his newfound predicament, he
trudged off to bed. He lay in the soggy sheets, rested his head against the damp
pillows, and closed his tired eyes. It took a few moments to adjust to the tapping of
raindrops-thirty-seven moments, to be exact-but soon, the storm turned to sprinkle
and his thoughts began to drift. He thought of his award. Would he ever be able to
accept the title of "Outstanding Community Member?" Would he ever be rid of this
raincloud? Could he even still be a librarian if the cloud soaked everything around him
in a torrent of icy water?
He slept for only two hours that night. When he woke, he reeked. Trapped under
the raincoat, his wet clothes hadn't been able to breathe and were almost certainly
on their way to molding. Sam slid the jacket off, and as the days went on, he stopped
sleeping altogether, cold and wet and worried and exhausted and every other emotion
and feeling you could imagine one might experience when trapped under a personal
raincloud.
On the fifth day of nonstop rain, he received a phone call from Michelle. Managing
to slide his phone into a plastic baggie just as he had done with the laptop, he learned
that the runner up chosen to receive his award would be Felicity Flores, the local florist.
"She's the worst!" Sam exclaimed. The cloud boomed in response, shaking out
a few extra drops.
"I don't choose the winners," Michelle told him. "You know that." It still hurt,
though. It hurt quite a bit. Lots of bits.
Sam's award was still there for him-for a few more days, anyway-and he
couldn't let Fel icity take it from him. The raincloud had yet to disappear on its own. It
was time for Sam to do something. It was time to seek help.
With a phone book, a yardstick, and a pair of binoculars, Sam searched for a
doctor who might be able to help. Settling on one Dr. Barometer-simply because of her
atmospheric name-he scheduled an appointment for later that day.

All eyes turned Sam's way when he stepped into the doctor's office waiting room . At the
front desk, he checked in with a woman who gave him a very confused look, and then
sat in an empty chair by the fish tank. A scab-covered, eyepatched patient also waited
near the fish tank, the only other person waiting in the room, and looked askance at
Sam as he sat. The patient then scurried over to the other side of the wa iting room.
After a few moments, a nurse came over and asked Sam to wait outside . The
rain was getting everywhere, she said , and they'd have to call a cleaner if it started to
puddle. Dr. Barometer would meet him by the front door.
It was cold out, colder still when drenched in rainwater. Sam crossed his arms
and leaned against the smooth wooden post of the entrance's vine-covered pergola.
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The cloud mingled with the individual slats, and its water drained into a nearby
planter. By the time the doctor came to see him, it had turned the soil into a swamp.
She swaggered out with her hands in the pockets of her white lab coat, gazing
at the cloud with a sparkle of curiosity in her wild eyes. It thundered at her arrival,
storming more violently than it had before.
"Hi," she said, reaching a manicured hand into the rain to shake Sam's. "I'm
Dr. Barometer."
"Sam Showers." They shook hands, the rain tinkling against her bangled wrist.
She retracted her arm and wiped away the wet on her lime green slacks. Then, she
slowly began to circle him like a shark in the water, examining the cloud.
"Well," Dr. Barometer started, coming to a stop after completing a full rotation,
"from my preliminary examination, it seems you have a personal raincloud."
"I've figured that out by now," Sam muttered.
Dr. Barometer pursed her purple lips and shrugged. "I've never seen anything
like this before."
"Your patients don't have rainclouds?"
"Some do, in the metaphorical sense, I guess," Dr. Barometer replied. And
then, tilting her chin and staring with an intense stare that made Sam feel a bit
uncomfortable, she asked , "Do you have a metaphorical raincloud?"
Sam pointed up . "Just this one. And it's quite physical."
"But is there any sort of metaphorical aspect to your physical raincloud?"
"No," Sam replied.
"No symbolism, no meaning, no anything at all?" the doctor persisted.
Sam shook his head, irritated. "No reason to it. It just popped up ."
Lightning flashed in the dark fluff. The doctor jumped in surprise, almost
tripping in her wooden clogs while Sam stood still, accustomed to the occasional
boom above him by now. She stared up at the cloud before shrugging again. "I don't
know what to tell you then."
"You mean you can't fix it?" Sam asked. The cloud thundered again , rain
whipping down in sheets. "You can't get rid of this? You're a doctor. You're supposed
to fix things ." He threw his arms in the air with frustration and a boom echoed against
the building's entrance. "Your last name is 'Barometer' for crying out loud!"
"It's Greek."
Sam grumbled, kicking up water in the puddle beneath him. Dr. Barometer
could on ly watch as Sam's face grew red with anger. He swiped up at the cloud , trying
to rip it out of the sky, but came back empty. The cloud thundered back, rain tearing
down so thick it almost hurt, but Sam kept at it. He swiped and swiped and swiped
and swiped and Dr. Barometer simply watched , transfixed as if deep in thought.
Perhaps recalling a memory. An important memory-a memory that might possibly
rid Sam of his raincloud forever.
"I'll be right back," she said before returning into the doctor's office. Sam
stopped swiping and stood silent. The chaos above quelled, and a light sprinkle
took its place. The soil in the planter was beginning to overflow, drifting onto the
cement entryway. Sam moved closer to the curb so his rain could drain into the
parking lot.
After a few moments, Dr. Barometer returned, carrying with her a manila folder.
"I thought I remembered reading about a case like yours in the archives," she
huffed , meeting him at the curb. "This was in the office records."
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She reached out to give him the folder, but before Sam could stop her, the rain
assau lted it. It soaked into the cardstock, into the thin papers inside, and completely
destroyed the file.
"Oops," she said, retracting the flimsy folder. "Well, the basic gist of it was that
back in the day there was another individual with a personal raincloud who wanted
to get rid of it just as much as you do . He went to a mountain meadow about a day's
journey from here, and when he returned, the cloud was gone. No one knows how
it happened-he never told anyone-but this source cites a mysterious magic." She
looked up from the folder to see Sam's smiling face. "I mean, cited."
Dr. Barometer scribbled something onto her prescription pad. "I still remember
the location, though." Having learned her lesson, she stuffed the sheet into an airtight prescription bottle, its lettering squeezed up against the orange plastic, and
handed it off to Sam, wishing him good luck. He was going to get rid of the cloud . He
was going to get his award. He was going to the magical mountain meadow.

Sam set off on his grand adventure with nothing but a yellow poncho (which didn't
suffocate his clothes). a waterproof backpack of supplies (including a smoothified
sandwich that wouldn't be bothered by a little extra moisture), and his gritty
determination. He was getting his trophy back and out of the clutches of that terrible,
horrible, why-on -E a rth-wou Id-you-give-that-florist-a-prize Felicity.
Upon reaching the base of the famed mountain near day's end, he met with
some locals who lived in fear of the man. "Do not go," they warned him. "Danger up
on mountain." Th ey said the man was a wizard, capable of controlling- or at least
predicting-the weather. His name, they said, was "The Meteorologist."
Sam didn't let their fear get to him. He continued on his trek, the sludge of the
trail muddying up his shoes. It would all be worth it, though, in the end. It would all be
worth the effort, the heartbreak. It would be worth all of it.
Orange light peaked through the silhouetted treetops. He passed a sign that
he could just barely make out: Magical Mountain Meadow, .5 miles. He was close.
He was so close . So close he could taste the bugs as they flew right into his mouth,
uninhibited by the previous lack of humans in the forest. His soggy clothes were
heavy, his once-curly hair was plastered to his forehead, his whole body shivered
from the frigid rain, but he Wasn't. Giving. Up . At. All. Whatsoever.
At last the trail evened out, coming to a sma ll ridge . He grew closer and closer
and closer, the warm shine of the last sliver of sun casting a comforting glow upon
him . Patches of grass and bunches of wildflowers sprung up around the trail, and as
he climbed over the ridge, a mountain meadow-the mountain meadow-opened up
before him .
And there, in the center of the plain, standing above a small pool of crystal
clear water with his back turned, swaying rhythmically with the birds and the bees
and the ladybugs and the few bats that were there too for some reason, was The
Meteorologist.
"I knew you were coming," the man, the myth, the legend, the wizard said in a
whisper that echoed throughout the meadow.
"You-you did?" Sam asked, stepping closer.
The Meteorologist turned slowly, revealing his standard TV-personality suit
and tie, slicked-back hair, shining smile, and long, dark Fu Manchu. Eyes as brown
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as the dirt beneath their feet and as clear as the pool before them glanced up at
Sam's raincloud and then widened to the size of actual grapefruits. "WHOA!" The
Meteorologist boomed, taking a step back. The flying creatures around him scattered
at the outburst . "Would you take a look at that! "
The Meteorologist took a few moments to catch his breath and smooth out his
suit. Once composed, he ominously replied , " I mean, yes, I knew you were corning."
For a moment, Sam was skeptical. But then, realizing he had literally nowhere
else to turn, he stepped forward and asked, "Do you know how to get rid of this thing?"
The Meteorologist nodded sagely. "I do ." He stepped to the side, the blades of
grass rustling against his polished shoes, and gestured to the pool behind him. "This,
Sam Showers, is the Shimmering Pool of Total Raincloud Elimination. Step into its
waters and your burden shall be erased."
Sam felt electricity in his fingertips. He stepped forward. The cloud stormed
harder, thunder booming and lightning flashing and rain so dense Sam could hardly
see his hand directly in front of his face, as if the cloud itself was fighting against
him. But he stepped forward again. He knew where he was going. He was going to the
Shimmering Pool of Total Ra inc loud Elimination. And he stepped forward one more
time, coming to the pool's edge . He was here. He was finally here. He was finally
getting rid of his cloud.
The Meteorologist watched with complete seriousness as Sam took his
first step into the pool. The water rippled around his leg and the sand squirmed
beneath his foot. It was cold. He waded into the pool, the army of raindrops creating
shockwaves of ripples around him. When the surface of the water reached his waist,
The Meteorologist raised his arms and bellowed, "Now dive!"
Sam dove. He ducked under the surface, and for the first time in what felt like
ages-but was just a few days in actuality-he couldn't feel the rain . He swam through
the water, twisting and twirling and spinning and gliding and feeling the water as it
raced around his body. He was finally free. It was gone . The raincloud was gone.
If he could have stayed underwater forever, he would have. Unfortunately,
however, he did have to come up for air. Bursting through the surface, he gasped for
it, only to breathe in a mouthful of cool precipitation.
The cloud had not disappeared.
Sam screamed in anger and The Meteorologist cr inged. They'd both expected
the cloud to go away.
"Well, this is awkward," The Meteorologist commented. Full of pent-up rage,
Sam stormed through the water, rumbling toward the man. The Meteorologist said,
"Might want to look into a career in scuba diving," and before Sam could escape the
pool, the man snapped his fingers and disappeared.
Sam stopped sloshing through the water. He looked left, looked right. Looked
up, looked down. Looked in front of him, looked behind him . Looked left , looked right,
again, for good measure. But The Meteorologist had vanished, and with him, Sam's
only chance to get rid of his raincloud problem.
He sat in the pool, the raindrops masquerading his tears, as darkness settled
in around him.

Eventually, he headed home, defeated. The hike back was super sad. Mud clung to
his shoes and wet hair hung in his eyes-he couldn't find the strength to wipe it away.
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The locals hid from him as he passed , hiding in their homes and watching silently.
"Did not listen," Sam could hear them whisper. "Warned him, we did."
When he arrived back at his apartment, he almost wanted to walk right back
out the door. His furniture was soaked and starting to mold, his bed was no longer
a place of comfort , and that undeserving, ungrateful Felicity Flores would claim the
"Outstanding Community Member" award that was rightfully his. The raincloud had
ruined his life .
Sam spent weeks holed up in his apartment. moping around and hoping
against hope that the raincloud would go away on its own. But it didn't. It continued to
drizzle and thunder and boom and mist and rain and rain and rain against everything
around him, drenching him, mocking him, trapping him. Everything in his living space
now had water damage. Felicity Flores had stolen his award. Michelle had hired a new
librarian. He had nowhere else to go, nothing else to do.
His life in Townville had effectively ended.
On one particular night while devouring his third water-logged carton of Ben
& Jerry's Phish Food ice cream on his moldy couch, Sam Showers had a vision. The
universe in its entirety appeared before him and The Meteorologist's disembodied
head swirled through the sparkly black, Fu Manchu blowing in an invisible breeze.
The head advised over and over, "Might want to look into a career in scuba diving.
Might want to look into a career in scuba diving. Might want to look into a career in
scuba diving."
Later he would blame the scene on his lack of sleep and high sugar intake , but
in that moment, he thought it divine intervention . Because it made perfect sense.
Underneath the surface of the Shimmering Pool of Total Raincloud Elimination, he
hadn't felt the rain. He hadn't heard the constant storms rumbling above his head.
He had been totally and completely free.
Sam knew then what he had to do.

Two months later, Sam had left everything behind and had begun his exciting new
life. He'd moved to Florida, bought a houseboat, and started his own scuba diving
company-after going through all of the legal hoops, of course. Newbie tourists and
experienced scuba-enthusiasts alike sought him out specifically for his unique tracking system: a personal raincloud that hovered just over the surface wherever he
swam. His students wouldn't lose their instructor in the waters.
On one particular day a few years since then, Sam led a class of five out into
the clear blue sea off the Florida coast and struck up a conversation with one student
while they boated to their destination. The man spoke of his hometown-Townvilleand how he'd recently received the "Outstanding Community Member" award for his
exceptional work as a crossing guard. Sam raised his eyebrows in surprise, said,
"Congratulations, what an honor," and felt no sense of jealousy whatsoever.
He did, however, feel wet.
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Selected Works from Past Issues

"I've been in many strange places and seen many
strange customs, and it's my business to accept
and figure their reasons."
-John Schultz

Russ's Story
Vincent J. Kunkemueller

THE WH OLE REASO N I QUIT CARSO N'S CO NSTRU CTI ON AND STARTED
with Wilson's Construction in the first place was because Tom told me that old man
Wilson didn't hire no niggers . And with all the trouble I'd been havin' with them, I
figured, the less niggers in my life, the better off I'd be .
Wilson's Construction wasn't as large as Carson's but they did pretty well.
See, Carson's had most of the big jobs, like warehouses and supermarkets, where
Wilson's st uck t o houses and other smaller jobs . This made 'em real big in St.
Charles where subdivisions was poppin' up like they was gain' outta style. So,
most of the work was in St. Charles, which was great by me-I was born and raised
in ol' St. Chuck . My granddad owned most of the land that all the ranch homes
were springin ' up on , but sold it to some slick St. Louis deve loper fer real cheap ,
spent all the money on some stupid t rip to Las Vegas (he always thought that town
was paved with gold 'n just hand in' out whole blocks of sidewalk to whoever came
askin ') to doub le his money and buy himself a ranch out in Montana .. came
back broke and died a fool. Now I live in a trailer out behind the train tracks and
Elm Point Road in Huntington Farm Trailer Park with my wife 'n boy.... That land
shoulda been mine.
The first couple a weeks at Wilson's was nice. It was November. Th e weather
was decent and I worked mostly alongs ide of Tom in this new subdivisio n goin' up on
the west side of St. Cha rles County. Seemed like in the middle of nowhe re, bu t I can
reme mbe r whe n all of St. Charles was the middle of nowhere, 'cept for the Historic
Riverfront and Main Street . .. Lewis 'n Clark 'n all that bul lshit. Somethin' for the
tourists to beat off to ....
Anyway, aft er I'd been working there for 'bout a month, I pulled up to the site
where we would be workin' for the next couple of weeks and standin' right there at
the damn coffee thermoses at the back of Fra n k's Blazer was a goddamned nigger. I
cut the engine of my pickup, slammed the lever into park, and just sat there look ing
throug h the dirt of my windshield at this nigger . .. just sta ndin' there, his t ool belt
already on, clasped around a brand-spa nkin'-new pai r of tan coveral ls, drinkin' a
cup of coffee with some spi ndly new kid, he was just smi lin' 'n noddin', his teeth all
gleam in ' agai nst t he backdrop of his face: blacker than shit ... Made me sick . And
t hat scrawny new kid was just talkin' to him like he was the ave rage Joe.
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So I grabbed my tool belt from the passenger seat, double-checked to make
sure my doors were locked by pulling up twice on both handles, and slowly walked
to Frank's Blazer, fastening my belt and kickin' dirt clods in disgust . I didn't look at
either one of 'em-just grabbed a cup off the stack and a thermos and walked to the
cab of the truck, hopin' Frank wou ld be sittin ' in there listen in' to KMOX like he did
most every morn in'. Frank was the foreman and didn't have ta wait around with the
rest of us 'cause he distributed the jobs. We usually didn't bother him in the mornin'.
Frank bein' real anti-social in the early hours, but I thought that he must know now
'bout the nigger workin' on his team.
I stood there outside the window, but he didn't notice me; he just kept starin'
down the dirt road that would eventually be paved and named after some knight or
king (the subdivision was going to be called Kings' Crossing ... kinda queer if ya ask
me) and nibbled on an Egg McMuffin, the crumbs gettin' all stuck in his beard. A
good foreman, but he always had shit stuck in his beard-food, leaves, snot. Always
somethin '. I knocked on the window, kin da shockin' him, and he just stared at me, so
I made this "roll down your window" gesture with my coffee cup, sloshing a little over
the edge, and he got the picture.
"Yeah, Russ, whadda ya need?" he asked, blowing the McMuffin crumbs
further down his red -brown beard.
"Do ya know about him?" I whispered, pushing my face through the window,
feeling the heat from the vent on my cheek, and motioning with the thermos to the
back of the company Blazer.
"About who, Russ?"
"The new guy ... the ... colored fella." I checked myself, you never can tell
who will get all uppity when ya say "n igger." Some fe llas at Carson's got all sore
one day when I asked 'em if they saw the play Ni gger Sm ith of the Cardinals made
at shortstop the night before . They all walked away actin' like I'd punched 'em in
the mouth or somethin'. From then on, they was always avoidin' me, just noddin' at
my conversation. Found out later, they was a buncha St. Louis city faggots anyways.
So Frank kinda looks at me when I said "colored fella" 'n said, "What's there
ta know, Russ?" And looked at me like I was stupid-I hate that look, been seeing it
all my life .
"Did . .. did ya ... " I didn't know what ta say next. I wanted ta scream-Ya got a
fuckin' spook workin' for ya, Frank, and/, for one, aint gonna stand for it-but, as I said
before: ya never can tell who'l l get all uppity. So I just muttered as a way out, "Did ya
know he was already here?"
"Yeah, Russ, I already ta lked to him."
"Oh ... OK ... " and I kinda shuffled away with this damn knot in my throat,
feelin' like a fool ... like a goddamned kid.
When I got to the back of the Blazer, Tom was rumbling up the road in his
rusted night-blue Firebird, and the nigger held out his hand to me sayin' "Hi" and that
his name was Clayton Bess and it was a pleasure to meet me. I put down the thermos
and kinda nodded my head, mumbling my name. He held his hand out for a moment,
then shoved it into his pocket and turned to the kid, who just shrugged.
I went about my business . What else could I do? I'd worked with niggers at
Carson's 'n never really got hurt, like cut or anything. Though, I remember seein' this
one monkey eat his lunch: made me sick as a dog. It made me sick, I tell ya, like the
only way to stop that churn in' 'n knottin' in my gut would be to pop him square in the
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mouth. Next day, I moved to Wi lson 's. But I didn't escape them. There was Bess, right
there at the coffee . . . following me.

A couple of nights later, I'm sittin' in BOOZE/darts, a nice p lace really. . . All
brick on the outside. Hell, damned near everything in downtown St. Charles is
brick , sectioned red rectangles with decomposing wood trim and shutters as far
as the eye could see. But BOOZE/darts was just a little bit taller-the roof seemed
peaked higher or somethin' and it had this great green neon sign that flashed with
a buzz: "BOOZ E." And underneath those f ive green capital letters was this smaller
sign with these blue hazy letters that seemed to whisper at ya: "darts ."
Th at was the place us workin' men would hang out at after the day was done.
Hell, BOOZE/darts was always packed fulla people, mostly us men. Big workin' men
sittin' around in those big thick wooden chairs, either jawin' 'bout work or play in ' a
hand of poker, 'n Jim the bartender had a dart board hung up in the pla ce.
"Can't get sued for false advertisin' now can I?" he'd say whenever anyone
asked him why he had only one dart board. In order ta use it, ya had ta stand in the
middle of the room 'n throw between a row of about four tables on either side of ya-a
kinda tunnel of flesh (if the tables were full) right up to the far wall. Dangerous? Yeah.
But ya went ta BOOZE/ darts to drink, not to play games .
Anyway, it was a couple of nights after Bess started workin' for Wilson's when
Ryan Davis sat down next to me at the bar in ol' BOOZE/ darts. Ryan was that kid who
was hired the same day as Bess and had become like Bess's best pal, always hangin'
out with him 'n all.
Ryan had gone home after work 'n changed, put on a clean pair of jeans and
fresh shirt, probably even showered , too. 'N he plopped himself next ta me 'n ordered
up a Beck's Beer, pattin' his bangs back inta place.
"Ya old enough ta drink, pretty boy?" I asked, putting my mug down 'n turning
to stare at him over my shoulder.
" Huh?"
"I said, you sure you're old 'nuff ta drink?"
"Yeah," he said, putting his money on the bar, "just turned twenty-one last
month ."
"So you think you're a man now?"
"We ll ... I don't think I qua li fy as a boy any longer. So ... I guess I'd have to be
a man. By default, see."
"Why's that?"
"Why's what?"
"Why don't ya think ya qualify as a boy? . .. 'Cause the law says ya can drink?
'Cause ya fucked some girl? ... What?"
"I . . I . . . I ... " he stuttered as I finished off my beer, swallowed the foam from
the bottom of the mug.
"Ya got any dreams , kid? Something ya want more than anything else with your
life?" He sat there, probably still flustered from the first question, eyeing his glass,
tiltin' it on edge and watch in ' the wave of beer circle the inside of the mug.
"Yeah ," he said, "yeah ... I do."
"You're not a man."
"Why not?" He sounded hurt. "A man can't dream?"
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"No, that's not it. Do you think that your dream can come true? Will it happen
someday?"
He looked at me this time, searching my features, the side of my face. I wouldn't
let him see my eyes. I stared at the foam clingin' to the mug, slidin' down the side.
And finally, he spoke, "Yeah. Yeah, it could happen." And he seemed relieved, like he'd
given the correct answer, like he finally knew what life was about.
"Then you're not a man .. . . Kids dream, believe in those dreams, play make
believe. They pretend to be somethin' they're not . . . that they'll never be. A MAN,
Ryan, a MAN is made when a boy realizes that those dreams will never-NEVER BE!
When he knows that he won't be an astronaut or a football player or a fuckin' doctor.
He's a man when he knows that he is what he is 'n there ain't no way out-NO HOW!"
"Then ... you're a man 'cause you know that you're a racist."
"What?"
"Oh, come off it, Russ! I see how you treat Bess, ignoring him, muttering under
your breath when you pass by him. Why are you so hateful?"
This really steamed me . "What the fuck is it to you?"
"I 'm just askin' a question about manhood , Russ."
That 's when it hit me. This little shit was judgin' me, just like all those little
fucks do, whether you're pumpin' yer gas or sittin' at a red light, those little punk kids
are always judgin' ya, 'n I got pissed, angry pissed with my stomach all knottin' 'n
churnin' 'n heat rushin' up inta my face, like there was two coals smoulderin' behind
my face. So I shot up, knockin' the stool to the floor with this awful clatter 'n grabbed
Ryan by his nice clean shirt 'n got right in his face, my nose nearly bumpin' his, our
breaths mixin' all up in our eyebrows.
"Look here, you little shit! You 'n yer kind walk around this town like ya own
it, like you're King Shit High 'n Mighty himself. But you kids aren't shit. Ya aren't
worth the veins on a dead man's dick with all your fuckin' dreams .... Ya ain 't got
no respect-no respect for a man that knows your dreams won't 'mount to a hill of
shit!"
It was all silent 'n everyone in BOOZE was starin' at us. This kid, all huddled
down in his chair with me towerin' over him, his shirt collar crushed in my fists. Spit
all gathered at the corners of my mouth, 'n I simply stared at him quivering there
on the stool. Jim whispered to me ta let 'im go, let 'im go, Russ. 'N slowly my fingers
peeled away from his shirt. He shot back, fallin' outta his fuckin' stool, 'n scampered
for the door like some rat. 'N that's what he is ... a nigger-lovin' rat.
Two days after that shit with Ryan Davis, we was workin' down on the
riverfront in St. Charles, hell , only about a five minute walk from BOOZE/ darts.
We was buildin' a covered stage for the city park district, when that crazy nigger
tried to kill me. Ya see, Frank, the foreman, gave me the job of nailin' down the
two-by-fours of the roof frame to the supports, so I had to run up and down that
old Craftsman aluminum ladder all fuckin' afternoon with a mouthful of nails
pokin' through my teeth. It isn't all bad, though. Bein' up on top of the ladder
kinda removes ya from all the noise. Ya can concentrate without that circus of
everyone hammerin' 'n sawin' 'n ya can actually hear the river, the Missouri , rollin'
along . . feel the breeze push up against your eyelids 'n ya can drift away.
Drift away to where no fat wife is bitchin' 'bout money 'n your drinkin' 'n not comin'
home early 'n spendin' time with the rugrat-Nothing ... Peace. Ya can't even hear
the rumble of those damn teenagers' cars tearin' down the streets of the trailer park-
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wakin' ya up at three a.m., makin' the kid start bawlin'-Nothin' . Nothin' but the wind
whistlin' around in your ears. It's nice. Real nice.
But then, ya have ta come back down ta move the ladder to the next beam,
'n the circular saw's screamin' 'n everyone's beatin' on somethin', makin' this awful
racket-give ya a fuckin' headache . . . And that nigger, always a smilin' 'n a noddin'
a greetin' at ya every time ya come down the ladder. Always kissin' the white man's
ass. Actin' all humble, tryin' ta git close enough ta tear out your throat. So I'd reset the
ladder in a hurry 'n scamper back up-back to where I could filter it all out.
When I was up there on top of the ladder, my mind driftin' off towards the
gentle rollin' of the river, is when that crazy nigger grabbed hold of the ladder with
both hands 'n started shakin'. All I knew is that one moment I'm sittin' all peaceful
on top a the ladder when it starts movin' by itself, then the sky flipped 'n twisted 'n
the wind pushed against my back, ma kin' my skin crawl, makin' my flesh reach out ta
grab somethin', the very pores tryin' ta grab somethin', but there ain't nothin' there
but wind-'n I hit. Knocked me stupid, black stupid, push in' all the wind from my body.
I was empty .. . flat, like road kill. 'NI opened my eyes ... slowly, slowly, 'n saw blue,
deep blue 'n white puffs a cotton 'n a circle a people around me, all their faces lookin'
down at me like I was in the middle of their football huddle. And there was Nigger
Bess, just a starin' down at me with those big, wide eyes, 'n I got pissed. The spook
tried to kill me. So I stood up all groggy, my head swimmin' around 'n I nearly fell, but
some of the boys held me up from under the arm, askin' me to lay back down. But
I collected myself just enough ta git one right hook away 'n catch Bess right in the
mouth-POW-'n all hell broke loose. People holdin' me up 'n away from Bess, men
holdin' Bess (who acted like he didn't know what the fuck was goin' on) in case he
tried ta come after me. All that shoutin' 'n bullshit, may as well have had the damn
saws blarin', 'n Frank came rushin' over from across Riverfront Drive, where he was
talkin' ta some bigwig or other, shoutin', "What's goin' on? What the fuck are you guys
doin'?"
'N someone says I fell from the roof 'n I say that the nigger tried ta kill me 'n
someone else shouts that I popped Clayton in the mouth 'n Frank says ta shut-thefuck-up one-atta-time 'n that's when Ryan Davis starts flappin' his trap.
"Mr. Rose." he says (that's Frank's last name-damn kissass). "Mr. Rose, Russ
was nailin' the roof supports when Clayton here, who was sawin' the roughs off of
these floor planks, stepped back onto this rock, I guess, 'n tripped 'n fell into Russ's
ladder, knockin' him off. It was all an accident."
'N everyone kinda made these crowd noises like they agreed, all shakin' their
heads 'n shit. That's when Frank looks at Bess 'n asks him if that's what happened
'n Bess nods 'n that kid pipes in again sayin' that when I got up I assaulted Bess ...
ASSAULTED HIM .. . just like I tried to assault him the night before in BOOZE/darts.
Ya believe this shit? 'NI get fired. Right there . In front of all the guys, Frank just sends
me home 'n tells me not ta come back. I ended up at BOOZE/darts, so I wouldn't have
ta tell my fat wife at home.
I sat slumped against the bar all afternoon 'n into the evening, all hunched over
like them really old women ya see in the supermarket (twelve ta fourteen beers'II do
that to me). 'n I stared right down along the waxed-up bar, followin' the grains of the
wood beneath all that lacquer down ta the end of the bar and to the window, starin' at
my own reflection. Sad sight really. I remember when I was in school 'n could bench
250 'n looked good, toned-fine 'nuff ta snag all that pussy: cheerleaders, volleyball
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players-if they were spreadin', I was mountin'. 'Til I knocked up Nancy. What could I
do then? No football, no auto mechanic school. I had ta git that construction job with
my Uncle Jim "ta support your new family," my father said, "ta do what's right, your
responsibility." Now look at me. My gut's all hangin' out over my belt. I got an ex-wife
'n thirteen-year-old girl behind me, 'n that new bitch with that boy at home. Shit ...
whose home? Not mine. It's not even a house, it's got fuckin' wheels. 'N I can't go
there when I want just a little peace 'n quiet, not even a little. Now, add the loss of my
job to that, thanks to that nigger 'n that kid.
Like I said, it was mid-evening 'n I was starin' at my reflection in the window
when I see Tom stumble past it 'n in through the door. It swung closed behind him 'n
he stood there on the welcome mat swayin' like some young saplin' in a April storm.
His shoulder length hair was all greasy 'n mussed up 'n he wiped it back from his
face with his wrist 'n that's when he noticed through his drunken haze that it was
me sittin' at the bar. His eyes defogged for a second 'n he made his way over to me,
his path makin' a shaky "S" across the floor 'n 'bout knocked over his stool when he
tried to sit down. Tom tried ta make eye contact, but we was both so wasted it took a
couple a seconds 'n when he finally spat out my name in hello, he 'bout near knocked
me on the head with his own forehead. I waved down Jim 'n bought two more Pabst
Blue Ribbons-PBR's as we call 'em-one fer Tom 'n one fer me.
Tom was shakin' a bit. He always wore these damn tank top muscle shirts. Liked
ta show off his tattoos, I guess, one on each arm: the Pontiac Trans-Am Firebird on his
left shoulder-complete with the tongue of flame pokin' out its beak-'n on his right
shoulder was the words "White Pride" spelled out in this Old English fancy handwritin'.
Anyway, Tom was leanin' all up against me, his forehead pressed hard against my right
temple, 'n he hissed in my ear, "Let's git out 'n kill that nigger, Russ . . . you 'n me."
"Awww Tom," I said, "you're talkin' shit."
"No Russ," 'n he grabbed me by my shoulders, turnin' me to face him, ma kin'
the room begin ta spin a bit 'n breathed his words against my face. "no ... I mean
it, Russ. Let's go out ... 'n string this spade up! Like in the old days, when we had
control . .. 'n these niggers couldn't push us around. Remember high school? That
nigger Benji? He's wishin' he wouldn't a fucked wit us." His eyes cross 'n began to roll
up into his head, so I walked him over to the empty table by the dart board 'n laid him
across it, sittin' him in the chair, 'n returned to the bar.
"Damn Tom," I whispered to myself, "crazy drunk motherfucker
we'll kill 'im tomorrow." 'N I kinda meant it. I was really drunk 'n real pissed off that I
got fired for deckin' some nigger in the mouth for damn near breakin' my neck. Ain't
got no justice in this country ... 'specially when a nigger's involved always screamin'
racism or some bullshit just ta keep them from getting' what's com in' to 'em.

I had me a whiskey after sittin ' Tom down 'n there's this time where I just don't
know quite what happened-it's just when the fog completely cleared that I had this
overwhelmin' feel in' that I should clear outta ol' BOOZE/darts 'til things cooled off. So
I snuck out the back door when Tom started ta raise hell-sure is ornery for a scrawny
fella-kept shoutin' at Ray about a dart. Now I was pretty damn drunk, but I knew what
was happenin' 'n I knew Ray didn't throw no dart, hell, he wasn't even playin' dartshates to, calls it a pussy John Bull game. I kinda like it though . But I didn't mean
ta hit Tom in the arm with it. Like I said, I was pretty drunk-don't even remember
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throwin' the motherfucker, just looked down when Tom started screamin' 'n noticed
I had a fistful a darts. So, when Tom threw that drink and hit Ray's woman instead a
Ray ('cause he was so damn drunk, see, though he does throw like a girl) I thought I
had better clear out.
Now, I remember strollin' down the street when I see these two young shits
fuckin' around outside the bank's back door. At about this time, things began to spin
a bit, so I slumped against a tree-or was it a bench - and I watched the one back
away from lookin' in the mail slot, then pull out his pecker. Now I thought what any
good American would think when two skinny young shits are hangin' out behind a
buildin' 'none pulls out his pecker. I damn near went to my Chevy ta git my twenty
gauge 'n shoot the faggot's pecker clean off, but instead of the boy puttin' it in the
other 's mouth , he shoved it in the door, snugglin' up real honey-like with the mail-slot.
Then the kid wiggles his ass 'n backs outta the door 'n puts his shit away 'n starts
laughin' like they're real fuckin' sly 'n cute 'n shit.
Now, I just hate kids who think they're funny, 'specially when they fuck
around with private property. Hell, that could a been my Chevy that faggot was pissin '
inta, ruinin' my bed liner, or splashin' all on my tools. 'N the more I thought about my
hammers, 'n snips , 'n sockets, the more pissed off I got. So, I pulled myself up from the
bench-or was it a tree-yanked up my drawers , tightened my belt and kinda stagger/
sneaked my way through the shadows up behind them while they was a laugh in' 'n a
gigglin' like a couple of girls. The one with the letterman's jacket (which didn't have
nuttin' but band shit all on it anyway) was all doubled up like he was gonna bust a nut
from laughin'.
That's when I got sore. I couldn 't stand seein ' that faggot carry on like that-I
saw 'im laughin' at my sockets 'n chisels, laughin' at that wife a mine, sayin' she's
fat. Fat woman for a fat washed-up man, but she wasn 't always fat , she used ta
be a cheerleader like my first wife , with huge tits, shoutin' for me when I scored a
touchdown-for me ... was thin when I got the job with construction , was thin when
we was married-she wasn't always so goddamned fat ... we weren't always like this
... So I shouted at them, "Hey, you faggots, whatta ya doin' there?" and went to kick
the shit outta 'em for Tom's dart wound , for my tools, for my job 'n Nigger Bess, for my
fat wife, and for my fucked-up lousy life in this shitty town ... .
So I trotted right at 'em 'n they just stood there, wide-eyed, like deer in
headlights, their mouths hangin' open at me as I came barrelin ' outta the shadows
at 'em. 'N I could feel that churnin' 'n knottin' in my gut, sloshin' around like some
sludge , risin' up into my throat. I crushed into the first one, send in' 'im sprawl in' on his
back, his band medals jinglin' as he skidded into the stairs lead in' to the bank door.
'N I stood over 'im starin' down at his face, twisted 'n red 'n hollerin ', but it wasn't just
his face, it was Ryan Davis 'n Nigger Bess lyin ' there, beggin'-beggin ' me not ta crush
in the ir lousy faces. 'N I laughed 'n lifted my boot ta squash 'em, squash 'em like the
rotten fuckin' bugs they are , when I got shoved ... knocked me over into the trash
cans , ma kin' this awful racket , this tinny obnoxious clatter, 'n they were standin' over
me now-all of 'em-Bess, Ryan, Frank , those kids by the bank- 'n they were spinnin'
around me 'n kickin' , tennis shoes pushin' into my gut, my chest , my face; I was bein'
rained on, pelted by boot-sized hail 'n I reached out into the spinnin' swirl in' mass of
color 'n movement 'n clutched onto what turned out ta be a pant leg 'n it stopped. I
yanked hard 'n the faggot with the letter sweater fell flat on his back while his f riend
ran off, his footsteps echoin ' off the bri ck around into the ba ck of my skull ..
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I crawled up over the boy, feelin' his thin body quiver 'n struggle beneath my
palms 'n thighs, 'n I grabbed 'im by the shirt collar, sat on his chest, 'n saw a single
drop of my own blood drip down from the cut over my eye, roll down the bridge of my
nose, shiver there a moment at the tip 'n drop down, splatterin' on his forehead, the
droplet exp lodin' 'n sproutin' legs to lie across his brow. So I made a fist, 'n with all
this shit that was flashin' through my soul-my tools , Tom's dart wound, my job 'n
Nigger Bess, the thousands of fuckin' kids like Ryan Davis 'n this punk with all their
dreams, 'n them always judgin' me-always judgin' me , my granddad, 'n all my lost
land that these punk kids and their St. Louis-born families are livin' on. I crushed
'im in the nose with my fist. The cartilage cracklin' 'n grindin' together. The bridge
sp linterin' in a spray of blood and tearin' into my knuckles; the two reds mixin' for a
moment 'til I lifted my fist 'n brought it down again ... 'n again ... 'n again ... 'til he
stopped squirmin', stopped lookin' at me-tauntin' me . . . . Judgin' me.

Note: This story was first published in Hair Trigger 16 (1994).
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The Devil 1n Gloria's Pipes
Willi am Meiners

"THE BODY OF CHRIST," GLOR IA TH OUGHT. "THE BODY OF CHRIST. " IT
kept her awake all of one Saturday night. Maybe it was in a story she read about a
nun. She hadn't been sleeping well anyway, but the thought of Jesus in wafer form
stirred her like three cups of coffee .
It was the banging in Gloria Evelson's pipes that limited her sleep and
influenced her dreams. The three-foot , white pipes stood as high as her wide hips .
Nine rounded, hot-to-the-touch radiators , connected by metal connectors, they
looked like something she could hitch her horse to in her native Wyoming.
The old-fashioned pipes spat heat with such fury that Gloria kept her ceiling
fan on full tilt and one window open all of one Chicago winter. At all odd hours the
pipes would pound with the sound of someone beating the fire escape with his own
lead pipe, or a power lifter tossing weights around in a basement.
The pipes were hardest on Gloria's cat, Miss Psyche. Gloria would come to
tolerate the noise, or at least she thought. Miss Psyche, however, would race around
the studio apartment as if being chased by a demonic dog. The cat wouldn't stop till
the banging did. Gloria's Psyche was a cat on the edge.
Gloria had been in the city two and half years. Seeking the opposite of wideopen Wyoming, she fell in line in a cloistered Chicago. She knew no one. Simply went
to work. How quickly it became routine.
The night she started thinking about the body of Christ, Gloria realized the
rigidness of her life. On a downtown map, in Magic Red marker, she traced her path to
work. "The Ravenswood L to Madison and Wells. The 37 Sedgwick bus to Taylor." She
crowded into commuter lines and wore a scarf across her head like a veil in the cold.
Gloria worked in retail. Her promotion to management meant longer hours
for a short salary. She was unruffled by angry customers. "The assholes are always
right," she thought, and was always quick with a real smile.
She traced her walking path to the Jewel, where she food shopped ea rly
Tuesdays . At twenty-four years old, Miss Evelson traced no roads to bars or a
suggestion of a night life. She tired quickly of that scene when she first got to Chicago.
She never drank to excess and found it better to avoid those who did.
Work was exhausting anyway. With its vertical uprightness and politeness,
Gloria looked forward to a book that she hoped would induce sleep.
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On Saturday nights she drank a glass of white wine and gently rubbed her
enormous left breast before masturbating with two swirling fingers of her right hand.
She fantasized about being in love. She had Sundays off.
"Aren't nuns supposed ly married to Jesus?" she wondered. "I've heard they
wear a wedd in g ring. I wonder if they masturbate."
Gloria was large. She wasn't fat; big boned. Big, Big Boned. She stood six-feet
two-inches high and weighed 172 pounds on her bathroom scale. Her thighs were a
little softer from her basketball playing days, but she was still fairly solid . Her boobs
were two tremendous orbs that she hid under multiple-layered clothing.
Gloria was far from hideous. Her face was quite pretty. It was olive in tone and
rarely showed her worries. Her thick, black hair drew stares from fellow commuters .
She liked the look of her own full lips. She'd often bite the lower one if she climaxed
at her own hands on Saturday.
Girls at work were aware of her beauty. "You've got the prettiest face and
smile," one would say on occasion. "I'd kill for your complexion."
Gloria would complete their thoughts. "You're built like a goddam monument,"
she'd think their meaning, "but you got a nice head." But Gloria always thanked them
with a flash of pretty teeth.
Gloria played basketball for two years in college. She gave up her athletic
scholarship after her sophomore season . She didn't have a taste for lesbianism, which
alienated her from her teammates, and she just wasn't that competitive a person.
The speech her coach gave at the team banquet sealed her decision to
quit. The tall woman with the spiked hair began, "We got one gal on this team
that's nothin' but a workhorse. She's no racehorse. She wouldn't be a good bet
in the Derby. She doesn't lead the team down the court with a lot of fast breaks.
And she's no show horse. She won't be ridden by any royalty. She don't jump
fences or hit pretty jump shots. She's not pretty at all. But what she does do is all
the grunt work. She works, folks. She blocks out, rebounds, changes shots, rebounds,
hustles, and rebounds. Evelson, get up here!"
Gloria didn't know whether to trot, gallop, or drag her chair behind her as if
plowing a field. "Jesus," she thought, "this woman actually pounded the podium with
all this horse, horse shit. Did she say something about being rode by royalty?" She
imagined herself for a moment screwing Prince Charles. Gloria hugged the six-foot
four-inch coach, who had tears in her eyes, because it seemed like the expected thing
to do. The dykes on the team looked at her with a newfound respect. "Yeah," Gloria
imagined their minds churning, "Coach is right. Evelson's a helluva ball player. Who
cares if she won't muff dive?" In an eloquent, apologetic letter, Gloria hung up her
horseshoes two weeks later.

Gloria's father died her junior year. "You made your old man so happy the way you
played hoops," she heard for three days through visitation, burial, and hot ham
sandwiches. "My how that old boy liked to boast on you."
"Jesus," Gloria thought, "how odd. I was born without a penis, yet bigger than
most men, and that gave my father something to brag about. I was this giant woman
who could rebound. Daddy's big girl."
Gloria was bigger than her two younger brothers who were real cowboys in
Wyoming. "They live such simple lives," she thought. "Riding horses, keeping cows in
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line. With their little hard one, they are so easily satisfied. They'll settle down someday
with pussy that smells right, or feels right, or was a real challenge to lasso in. I bet
they sleep like logs."
She'd been the workhorse at the funeral too. The boys were silent and drunk.
They didn't work well with words anyway. They probably knew more cows than they
did people. Mrs. Evelson was quite upset, so Gloria took on the role as the family
spokesman for relatives and well-wishers .

Mrs . Evelson called Gloria every Sunday in Chicago. For three minutes she asked
about her daughter's life. The next thirty, the widow talked about her loneliness, the
recklessness of her two sons, and the broken things in her home.
Gloria counseled her mother on the same worries every Sunday. She never
complained about her own life. She felt one of them should be strong. Gloria would
lie, or just not let on to her own troubles. She never said, "Mom, some nights I just
can't sleep at all ."

Miss Psyche sat in the window of the fourth-story studio. A country cat, she had
enjoyed the outdoors out west, but would not set foot outside the apartment in cold,
concrete Chicago. She sat in the window and watched and listened to the routine
hustle, wanting no part of it, glad her job was that of an observer.
For kicks Miss Psyche would tear at the screen with her paws. Gloria would
bounce on the wood floor and send Psyche scurrying because the hole in the screen was
getting larger. Gloria confided in the cat. She always thought the cat knew more than she
let on. "What do you know, Miss Psyche?" she'd ask. "Why don't you tell me something?"
Gloria liked the way Todd, a nineteen-year-old stock boy whose blond hair hung
long down his face from a curl on his forehead and danced with his every movement,
translated Miss Psyche's fear. Whenever one of his girlfriends stopped by, Todd told
Gloria, "Tell her about your cat, Dude."
"Oh you tell it," Gloria would say.
"Well," Todd would begin after looking both ways, his hair a flag signaling the
start of a secretive tale, "her cat wigs. He thinks there's demonic devices in the pipes
'cause they bang. Th e cat bolts around the room 'bout a dozen times then hides
under the bed. Right, Dude?"
"Yeah," Gloria would say, knowing that the cat got more laps in with each
retelling. "Something like that."
"You aptly named that cat Psycho, Dude."
"Psyche."
"Yeah, killer."

Once sleep finally came to Gloria from dead exhaustion, she dreamed of the pipes.
She saw the Devil himself, sunburned red, in the basement tapping on the pipes with
a long, black fingernail . The sound in her ears and mind's eye was a monkey jumping
up and down with a monkey wrench, beating out a cacophony in delight. The monkey
wore a blue vest and yellow beret. He chased and tackled Miss Psyche.
But the dream couldn't be trusted because it wasn 't a monkey banging with all his
might. The Devil did it with cool ease. He was hung like a horse. His balls rested on the
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polluted cement floor. He played with himself while adjusting knobs to give steam bursts .
engulfing the place in unbearable heat. Psyche. racing over Gloria's large body in all her
wiggedoutedness. became scurrying souls scrambling for cover in some higher plateau
in Hell.
Often Gloria would wake from what little rest she was getting. Sometimes she'd
be half-asleep with the radio playing. Her semiconscious dreams took on a music
video format. These she wouldn't recall later. "G-L-0-R-I-A," the Devil would sing, not
unlike Jim Morrison. He seemed to be making a study of her. "Eve to Evelson," he'd
dictate into a tape recorder. "very very easy women. A little evil encouragement and
they are mine." She shot up in bed once with the image of black nails raking her
breasts red from behind her.
Gloria had complained to the manager on the premises . but suspected that
he didn't really speak English and had only mastered a few empty phrases. "Yes," he
said, "I'll check that out."

So when Gloria was up all night thinking about the slender body of Christ, she
thought, "If I fall asleep tonight I'll go to church tomorrow. I'll receive communion."
Gloria thought maybe a piece of the Lord would give her some peace of mind. It was
certainly outside the path of her routine.
Christ the King Church was just down the street. She could account for but a
few sleeping minutes from the night before and her head kept dropping during Mass.
Gloria stood in line for communion. When she reached the front, the short
priest held the white, round, flat wafer over her head. It looked like a paper cutout.
"The body of Christ," he said . Her tired, struggling-to-look-up eyes nodded in the
affirmative. The priest deposited the host in her mouth. She nearly gagged on the
smell and taste of his perfumed fingers . It was a bit like licking a battery that had
been dipped in wax.
Walking back to her pew, the bread of life became stuck to the roof of her
mouth. Still filled with the finger food taste from the priest, she poked and scraped
with her tongue to ease the dry bread free. Kneeling she thought . "Jesus, that was
awkward ," and pretended to pray.
It may have been the Devil who sent Gloria to church. She decided to make
Mass a Sunday routine. She could do without communion, but she liked the rest of
the proceedings. She liked sitting in the wooden pews , taking in the saints in the
stained glass. She liked looking at the families, with their children acting up. She
stared at the big man on the cross.
On her second trip to communion, she noticed folks taking it in the hand, "Two
steps sideways." she thought. "pop in the mouth, sign of the cross, turn , and retreat. I
can do that." Gloria giggled, picturing herself a supermodel, turning from communion
and walking the church runway with an exaggerated hip swing and maybe a jacket
over one shoulder.
The line was long and slow-moving. A bent old man. half her size, struggled
up the aisle directly in front of Gloria with a cane.
She thought of the priest's perfumed fingers . They wouldn't be in her
mouth this time. but she could have made herself sick just remembering the
taste. ''I'd rather smell shit on someone's fingers than taste his hands again ," she
thought.
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As if on cue, the bent old man ahead of her began letting out gas. He was three
steps behind the person in front of him. With each difficult step he filled Gloria's nose
with his pungent effort.
Gloria wanted to duck out of the line. She wanted to laugh. She wanted to tell
Todd at work about her adventures at church.
Guilt canned her thoughts of laughter as she peered over the priest giving
communion to the bent, flatulent man. Struggling to receive the Eucharist may have
been the most difficult task of his entire week . "I'm not worthy," Gloria thought.
She took the host in her hand and the foul images came rushing back . Did
she even believe in the sacrament? She figured she would throw up if she tasted the
wafer. Two steps sideways and she palmed it in her giant hand as easily as a quarter
while lifting it toward her mouth. She placed her tongue in her cheek and a little boy
in the front row must have figured that she'd received a whole sandwich. Gloria went
home with the consecrated wafer in her pocket.
"Do they actually think it's the body of Christ?" she wondered . "Isn't it just
some sort of dramatization?" She rationalized her thievery by thinking of the horror
she would have caused by barfing on the altar.
Still, it was the first thing Gloria had ever stolen. She recalled turning down the
opportunity to steal some gum as a kid . Here, her first offense, ripping off the Son of
Man. She sort of liked the mischievous feeling. It went well with her dirty thoughts
and frequent smile.
Gloria went back to Mass the following Sunday and pulled the same heist.
Quickly she began a Catholic circuit, hitting churches all over town and running off
with a piece of the ceremony. She kept Jesus wafers in her refrigerator in an empty
egg carton. "I think it's sort of like performance art." Gloria thought. "It gives me such
a kick."
It didn't help her sleep. Her face flushed pale and she felt like she was wearing
a hat at work. She'd check in mirrors because she kept feeling like she had big hair.
Gloria was thinking more about Christ, his image on the cross, the bread in her fridge .
She pointed out to Todd, on break at work, that the outstretched guy in the Calvin
Klein underwear ad was probably a Christ figure. "Dude," he said with a defensive
whip of his hair, "I'm only looking at it 'cause I think this dude works at the same
agency as me. If it's the same dude, I happen to know that he's not even religious."
As elusive as sleep was becoming, Gloria found herself sitting like a stone,
asleep with her eyes open. She couldn't remember if she was thinking or if she saw the
Devil delighting in her sin. For hours on end in this limbo, Gloria wondered if she'd
been unknowingly introduced to heroin . She began to check for marks on her arm.
Christ kleptomania continued . She started hitting weekday Masses before
work. It was like a second job. How many priests knew her pretty, but paling, face by
now? She shook hands with them leaving church, looking down at them. How nice
they all seemed, too. She said a few words, simply smiling and moving on, smuggling
their Savior, often in her bra.

The cat committed suicide one Sunday. What had become Gloria's typical Sunday,
she spent the day gathering Jesus chips. When the pipes began to ring at three a.m.,
the cat wigged, as was her routine. But Psyche added laps to her rampage, as if she'd
gotten wind of Todd's account. Perhaps she was gathering courage to jump through
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her hole in the screen. Gloria heard the cat's baby scream as she made her way down
to the traffic.
Gloria unplugged the phone . It was her turn to wig. She didn't even try to sleep
or leave the apartment for three days. She couldn't call her mother. God was already
angry. She drank coffee to keep from seeing any signs of the Devil .
In the t hirty-third hour of her madness, Gloria wrote a rambling poem that
rhymed every word with cat she could think of: flat, splat, and so on. She ran up and
down the alphabet with multiple syllables until she stumbled upon monochromat and
co nco rdat. In the forty-eighth hour she scrawled a sixteen -page letter to the Pope,
which inc luded her poem, and also ramb led on about her dead, disappointed father
who she quit grabbing rebou nds for, her utter loneliness, her blasphemous crimes,
and her self-loathing at being a broken-down horse. She moaned and sobbed and
couldn't remember the last time she cried.
When she ran out of tears, she reduced the letter to a one-page ransom note.
She thought it best to go with a min ima list approach . It read:
Dear Pontiff:
We've got your boy. Hundreds of Him. Enclosed is half
a broken heart part of consecra ted Christ. My cohorts and
I wil l do horrible things with t he rest of Him should you not
meet the following demands:
I want to go someplace warm, with no need for
heaters. I want someo ne to love me. He doesn't have to be
pretty, just hung. Send me a priest who can't keep his vows.
And talk to you r boss. I want my Psyche back. I'll be in touch .
Gloria addressed the envelope to Vatican City. Still in nightgown and slippers,
she took to the cold Chicago streets in search of a mailbox. She floated along like
a dream. Wavering like a drunk, she was unable to keep pace with the crowd. They
flowed around her as if she were a sedentary rock in a stream.
She was dead tired, but vague ly disappointed that she couldn't die from lack
of sleep. She was unaware of the cold, her own peculiar sight. When she thought she
had walked mil es to a ma ilbox they couldn't trace back to her, she deposited her
ransom note in a box not three blocks away. With a twenty-nine -cent stamp and no
re t urn address, the letter wou ld settle only in the Dead Letter office.
Swaying on the sidewalk, Gloria took a drunk step toward the traffic. Strong
hands grabbed her from behind. A towering, unfamiliar priest led Gloria into Christ
the King. He supported her as she passed out in the back pew. He saw that her face
was too fresh to be homeless. "Poor girl," he said. "You must just be lost." He covered
he r healthy bosom with his green sweater.
Gloria woke for a second. She heard a children's choir singing her name.
"Forgive me, Father. I've sinned," she said .
"Shh," the priest said. "That's OK."
"But I'm not even Catholic," Gloria said and fell soundly asleep.

Note: This story was first published in Hair Trigger 17 (1995). It won first place
in Traditional Fiction from the Columbia Scholastic Press Association .
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The Boys
Herbert L. Jackson

IN THE SUMM ER OF 1967 UNDER A HOT BLAZING SUN, HIGH AND WHITE
in a clear blue sky, over one hundred f ifty marines, one third of them black, swept
the Vietnamese countryside , walking in an unevenly spaced, crooked line between
fifteen drab green ONTOS tanks. The grunts, in flak jackets, slumped under the weight
of ammunition, grenades, guns, and backpacks, their camouflage pants and shirts,
gummy with sweat and clinging to their skin , moved to the regular cadence of crackling
radios and the dull whirring gears of the tanks. In the far-off distance, a huge, jungle
mountain range cut into the sky, a beautiful postcard landscape that appeared wavy
behind a veil of heat. A small village of about thirty or so huts formed an oblong pattern
near the edge of a forest, the sun rays bouncing off the many shades of green.
Inside the slow-moving tank , with the top hatch closed over Dee Bailey's head,
three young marines sat buttoned up in the cramped four-by-five steel compartment.
Sweat ran down their faces like they were submerged in water. A tiny fan behind Dee's
head struggled to keep spinning. It made more noise than air.
"Gagaahhh, mmm, mmm, whooowhee!" Dee closed his eyes and pulled hard
on the joint. He sat in a butt-sized seat, his feet in a little floor well, a book-sized firing
panel of tiny switches and lights a foot from his face, a rubber-trimmed periscope
lens mounted on top of the panel. Dee was only nineteen and this tank's crew leader.
"Dee, let me get another hit off the joint before you put it out ." TJ's eyes
were red as cherries, and sweat puddled around the top of his shirt collar. He'd
been smoking the whole ride. He was the loader, the man who had to climb outside
the tank and slam rounds into the empty chambers of the six eight-foot-long guns
cradled in banks of three on either side of the turret. The 106 mm gun barrels hung
out from the turret like long arms bent at the elbows . They were longer than the
vehicle that carried them.
TJ sat on a worn leather cushion facing Dee, his back against a small bank of
caged radios, his feet against the two iron doors that opened at the back of the tank.
His right arm rested against the wall ra ck of hand grenades and boxes of machine
gun ammo.
"Hey, Mac , you want a hit?" Dee had ignored TJ's request and stretched his
arm down to the left. past TJ's head. He was unable to see McKay from around the
firing panel .
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McKay, fat-faced with squinted eyes, sat in the driver's seat, his seat back and
a pair of caged radios separating him from TJ. If not for the radios, he and TJ would
be back-to-back. He faced forward, maneuvering the vehicle over the countryside, his
head, covered by a drab green football-style communications helmet, poking out the
tank like a turtle in a nine-ton shell.
"Naw, I'm OK ." McKay shook his head and looked over his left shoulder but
didn't turn around. Dee pulled his arm up, giving the joint back to TJ.
TJ pinched the joint in his fingers and put it up to his lips, closing both eyes.
. this is some sho'nuff quality shit!" His dark"Hmmm, man, dig it, man
chocolate face grimaced , his eyes crossed, and his cheeks puffed out, balloon-like,
to keep in the smoke. He might've looked comical if Dee didn't know him. TJ kept
a spaced-out I'm-crazy-as-they-co me, don't-fuck-with-me stare on his face. Nobody
ever did.
"Dee, what do ya call a dead Vietcong?" With a hacking cough , TJ answered
himself. "A convert. Get it?" The sweat on his hands extinguished the joint. He put the
butt in his pocket, then straightened his back against the radios. "What do you call a
napalmed VC?" He answered himself again. "A crispy critter."
He was on a roll now, smiling a thin, yellow-toothed , black-faced Howdy Doody
smile.
"What's the difference between a pregnant woman and uh dead-"
"That's enough , man. I'm opening the fricking hatch. I'm dying in here."
Dee reached up and turned a metal hatch overhead , letting the smoke from
inside escape into the bright sunlight. Grabbing the edge of the circular opening , he
pulled himself up and stood on his seat, waist high outside the tank.
"Hand me my com helmet and turn up the radio," Dee ordered. TJ plugged a
long cord attached to the helmet into a radio inside the cage, reached up, and gave
Dee his helmet.
Squinting into the hazy distance, Dee could make out three Vietnamese
farmers carving furrows in a wide expanse of water-soaked rice paddies. The
diminutive, sun-wrinkled old men walked bare chested and barefooted, wearing
black silk pajamas rolled up to their knees. With their feet sloshing through the
paddies, eyes big and wide like ever-alert deer, the farmers looked up from behind
the butts of big, black, slow-moving water buffaloes . The line of sweeping Marines
had been walking and riding since dawn. Their approach was no secret. Now
the farmers turned the water buffaloes back toward the village, unhooking the
harnesses and pulling the animals by their halters with both hands.
The village looked docile and vulnerable against the approaching tide of men
and machines . A brief fluttering breeze eased the heat. In different sections of the
walking formation , orders were being given. A young, tanned captain waved his arm. A
freckle-faced gunny sergeant whispered into a radio handset, and the sound of metal
slapping metal rang out like clicking dominoes in the quiet of the day. One hundred
seventy-one men stopped, some got down on one knee, some stood, then locked and
loaded ammunition into the chambers of their weapons. They were on a search and
destroy mission, and the target was in sight.
Dee's headset crackled. It was Martin, Dee's section leader. "B ravo two-three,
Bravo two-three, come in, over." That was Dee's vehicle's number, twenty-three. His
number was stenciled in big yellow letters on the back doors and fenders.
"This is two-three , over."
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"Bailey, hold your position, two-three, two-four, lock and load, hold your
positions, over." The fifteen tanks were in sections of three. Twenty-one, twenty-two,
and twenty-three was his section.
"I read you, over," Dee answered back.
McKay had already braked the heavy steel tracks, pulling the nine tons of stee l
to a stop, but the engine whirred on. Dee could hear the other ONTOS section leaders
giving the same orders. Dee watched the grunts getting orders over the radios, getting
and giving hand signals. He looked a couple hundred yards, first to his right, then his
left. As he surveyed the grunts walking away from the tanks, he saw familiar heads
sticking out and bobbing down inside the tanks. The other crew leaders were standing
behind their machine guns. For an instant the whole operation looked pretty funny. For
some reason he watched the grunts lying on the edge of the rice paddies and wanted
to bust out laughing, but he didn't. Squads of grunts started moving forward. Most of
them stayed belly-down in the paddy water. Dee heard the click of TJ's Zippo lighter.
"Put it out, T. That's enough." Dee looked down into his bloodshot eyes.
''I'm cool, my brother."
Dee stood in the hatch, pulled the machine gun bolt back, and locked and
loaded the .3O-caliber machine gun perched dead center in front of him. Then he
pushed a switch to "intercom" and spoke to McKay through the mouthpiece of his
helmet, "How you feeling, man?"
McKay turned and looked up smiling, his face a crimson red, his lips chapped
and burnt from the sun. He gave the thumbs-up sign.
"I'm A-OK, bro'man." His voice was loud enough to hear without the headphone .
They waited for their next move.
Dee's stomach was trembling, hot and sticky; he was scared. He knew they
were getting ready to throw down. He could feel the little candle glowing inside his
stomach, the candle melting to a sticky wax , then turning cold and hard in his belly.
This was considered an enemy village. He and McKay had been together for eight
months. TJ was assigned to them a few weeks ago. Their other loader had shot himself
in the foot "accidentally." TJ was cherry, which meant this was his first operation. He
was coming on bad, wolfing about what he would do to the VC. TJ was only eighteen,
had gangbanged in the streets of Philly, but Dee questioned his heart. He stayed
high, talking about sticking sawed-off shotguns in people's faces and watching them
whimper and beg. He was a crazy nigger with a temper. His gangbanging had finally
come down to Nam or prison. All he talked about was getting snatch and killing VC.
The fool. It would be a lot different than he thought.
It was different from what Dee had thought at first. McKay was the oldest on
the crew. He was twenty-one and married, with a kid. He had some junior college.
All he talked about was getting home. He was short less than a month to go in Nam.
One year left to do in the Marines. He was paranoid as hell. But he talked with a lot
of sense and stayed pretty cool. He read a lot of detective books, Mike Hammer and
stuff like that. He talked that way too. "This here is the fuckin' Nam , I ain't done seen
nothin' funny happenin' here yet." He must have said that a least twenty times a
day. And he meant it. He never laughed out loud. McKay said you should never trust
anybody who laughed too much. TJ laughed all the time. McKay was a poor country
boy from Alabama.
Dee had been born in Alabama. Even though he lived in Chicago for the last
five years before he enlisted in the Marines, he could never forget Alabama. He and
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McKay talked about cornbread and grits. They talked about how the red dirt in Nam
reminded them of the red clay dirt in Alabama. They talked about fishing and hunting
when they were kids.
TJ had only been in Nam a few days before he had confronted Dee, standing
over him one misty night while Dee sat inside the opened back doors of the tank
eating C rations, and McKay was asleep underneath the vehicle.
"Dee, what you and that cracker-boy McKay rapping about all the time? You
some kind of field nigga?" Dee had stayed quiet. "If that cracker was in Alabama he
wouldn't even be talking to your black ass . He'd be trying to find a way to string your
dark ass up in a tree or somethin'."
He had put Dee in the position to cite the rules he had learned. Over six feet
tall, more than a few inches taller than TJ, Dee stood up, dropping the half-eaten C
ration can on the ground. His ginger complexion reflected some of the moonlight and
his anger, as his brown eyes flexed into a stare. He moved close, then leaned toward
TJ. His voice barely rose to a whisper. Pointing his finger inches from TJ's face, he
said, "This ain't our world and I didn't make this world here. This ain't no civil rights
march. Out here, he ain't no different than I am. He's white. I'm black. So fuckin'
what? And I ain't no nigger. Don't call me that. I don't ever want to hear you talking
that shit no more. This is the Nam, you ain't wearing no pimp suit, and this ain't no
stickup, motherfucka. This shit is the real thing. When he's driving our butts around
in the boonies-" Dee stopped talking and just stared at TJ.
Dee stepped back. He had one hand pinching his nostrils with the tips of
his thumb and forefinger, his other hand hidden under his poncho on his hip. With
the moonlight and mist falling on his dark face, TJ looked scared like a little kid. At
that moment , TJ looked a lot more than a year younger than Dee. The night drizzle
softened his features. Dee couldn't tell him what it was like, really like; he'd have
to find out for himself. He couldn't understand going through the bush for days with
McKay and all the operations: Jay, Baxter, Houston, Khe Sanh, Hue City-looking at
the piles of dead bodies. They saw so many bodies on the ground-babies, Marines,
Army, VC, animals, black, white, women, girls; blown-up, shot-up, hacked-up, driedup dead bodies. He and McKay saw them together: the listless eyes of the dead they
transported on the front of the tank, the eyes of those bodies he had started seeing
in his sleep. Dee hadn't noticed, but TJ had put his hand on his .45 pistol, his thumb
hanging off the strap of the shoulder holster. Dee had lowered his head. Now he
looked up again.
"Look, my brother, you got to commit, it 's us against them. And here, the 'them'
ain't no white people. It might mess with your head for a while. It messed with mine.
Living so close to white folks like they was family, but that's the way it is, the way it's
got to be. You got to be scared for your life and for everybody's life around you. Believe
me, after a while in the bush, the only color you'll see is green. I know nothin' ain't
changed at home. I'm not saying you ain't right about McKay. But here in the Nam
that ain't how you pick your friends. That's all I'm sayin'."
Finally TJ spoke. He had read something in Dee's face that Dee couldn't put
into words. "Fuck it, my brother." TJ lowered his hand and extended it to Dee.
They locked thumbs , and Dee put his other hand over their soul handshake. TJ
walked a couple of quiet steps into the darkness to pee.
Now the hot sun and the reefer made Dee's head swirl. His headset crackled
and buzzed in his ear. "Bravo two-three, two-four, let's move out, over."
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Before McKay could put the tank in gear, five or six shots whizzed over Dee's
head like deadly supersonic bees . One bullet zinged close, and another ricocheted
off the side of the tank. Dee squatted down on the seat, his eyes peering out under
the machine gun , his finger on the trigger.
"Uuhh, aaaghh." He looked down into the tank to see TJ so scared he was
spewing vomit down the front of his flak jacket.
"Be cool, T. Ain't nothin' happenin'. Just some trigger-happy kid, that's all ."
Dee knew it was about to start. It was a search and destroy mission, which
meant they searched all the hootches and then burned them down. It didn't matter if
it was a single farmer's hootch or a whole village.
The shots had come from outside the vil lage, somewhere off to the right of the
formation. All the grunts hit the ground. Those that had moved close in on the village
were on their stomachs in the rice paddy water, rifles pointed into the village and the
tree line off to the right. No one moved for ten or fifteen minutes. No more shots. They
waited. Nobody was talk in g. No more shots. They waited some more.
After what seemed an eternity, the headset hummed again. It was Martin.
"Two-three, two-four, let's move inside, over."
One platoon, about fifty grunts, had already moved inside the village. The other
twelve tanks and the rest of the company of grunts were forming a sort of half-circle
perimeter facing away from the village. McKay had already started driving inside the
circle of men facing out.
As Dee got closer, standing behind the machine gun, he could see some
Vietnamese women and children scampering into the tree line. Other villagers just
stood around outside the open doors of their hootches. Aging bamboo sticks framed
dried leaves and the cardboard walls of the hootches. The wooden floors we re vis ible
through the glassless window openings. All the hootches were brown and aged from
the sun but somehow seemed sturdy.
As Dee approached, he could see some yellow leaflets that had been dumped
over the village by helicopter days earlier, which warned about the impending
operation and ordered the villagers out during the search. Yellow leaflets were strewn
around everywhere, some resting on the rounded tops of the huts. Dee's vehicle, with
the other two tanks, ro ll ed into the village as Martin shouted orders in the headset,
giving them directions. McKay parked at the far end of the village, as instructed.
Dee half expected the villagers to run out and welcome them like
the World War II -type thing his Uncle Roy used to talk about. "Hey, GI.
Yeah, yeah, you Americans, we love you." But they were always a little standoffish.
This was no different. Men and women were wailing and crying, pulling at the grunts'
clothes.
Random shots were already being fired by the grunts inside the village. Dee
stood behind his machine gun and watched the grunts killing chickens and livestock
that were scurrying around inside of wire pens.
"Crew leaders, Bravo two-three, two-four, let's powwow at my vehicle, over."
Dee ordered McKay and TJ to stay with the tank.
TJ got out the back doors , then took hi s pl ac e behind the machine gun. Dee got
down to meet with Martin, the section leader, in the middle of the village.
Dee walked past a short, stooped-over woman, maybe sixty or so, standing
next to an old Vietnamese man whose face grimaced into a smile. The old man was
holding a pig let in his arms. They were encircled by four marines-a second lieutenant
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conducting an interrogation and three grunts with rifles pointed at the man. Dee
looked on as he headed toward Martin's vehicle. Frantic chickens running past him,
squawking and trying to fly, were being chased by two grunts with M-16 rifles. The
old man said nothing. The woman kept waving her hands at the officer, saying, "No
bik, no bik, no bik, bik," which meant they didn't know anything. "No VC! No VC!" The
bedlam with everybody talking and running around kept Dee from hearing exactly
what they were asking. He did hear the short muscular second looie threaten to throw
them down the well if they didn't talk.
Dee began to trot with his .45 in hand dangling at his side. Things were getting
pretty wild. Dee could see Moore, the other tank crew leader, an already bug-eyed
serious-looking brother of about twenty, standing next to Martin in the center of the
village. Moore was sweating, his skin shimmering like brass. He looked even more
bug-eyed than usual.
Dee stopped about ten feet short of Martin and looked back over his shoulder.
Two Marines were carrying the old man toward the well . He was screaming and hollering
like somebody had stuck a knife in his eye. Then he saw the old woman running like
hell behind the grunts, pulling and tugging at the Marines. The well was about twenty
feet to his right . A couple of grunts rushed over and grabbed the old woman just as the
looie dragged the old man in front of the well. Without skipping a beat, the looie picked
the old man up over his head and tossed him into the well.
The brown-skinned, black-toothed old woman broke away moaning and crying,
beating the muscular young looie in the back with her fists. The looie's eyes flinched
and closed. He turned, and in one quick motion, grabbed her by the shoulders, lifted
her up, and threw her down the well too. Dee saw her head bounce off the top bricks
before she fell in. Dee didn't move. The candle in his stomach warmed up again, and
then the wax cooled and turned hard. He watched some more grunts throw in a pig, a
couple of ducks, some chickens; then two more brothers laughing and running with a
struggling calf, trying to force the calf down the well too. But it wouldn't stay still. So
they shot the calf and stuck him in halfway. Dee was only a few yards from Martin's
vehicle, but he stopped short and was just watching the chaos grow into madness.
Right about then, it seemed like nothing would ever be funny again.
"Bailey." The sound of his name broke his hypnotic-like state.
Martin half sat, half stood on the edge of his tank, his .45 in hand, goggles
hanging from his neck, his helmet down tight on his head pinching his sunburned face
like his head was one big oversized pimple. His light blue eyes darted from side to
side. He sounded a little frantic. Sweat poured from underneath his helmet, running
down his face in streams and forming tiny puddles in his upturned goggle lenses. He
talked, biting his lips between each word. Moore and Dee stood in front of Martin with
.45s in hand with the triggers cocked.
"Listen, after they finish torching this son of a bitch, the two of you," Martin
pointed his pistol first at Dee, then Moore, "are gonna stay back and level what's left
with a couple of salvos of one-oh-sixes. You got that? Moore, you go for the center of
the village. Bailey, you go for any hootches still standing. Most of the villagers should
be out." Moore nodded.
"Should be out?" Dee said, arched his brow, shook his head, and frowned.
Martin looked at him hard.
"You know what I mean."
"Yeah, I know what you mean," Dee answered back.

158

Hair Trigger 40

"Now, stay on your vehicles until you get the word." Martin gave them the
order while climbing back atop his tank.
Dee hustled back the twenty yards or so to his vehicle. He heard an explosion
from somewhere behind him. The blast stunned and staggered him. Pieces of wood,
brick, and debris flew through the air. He hit the ground out of instinct. The grunts
in front of him hit the deck too. Someone had tossed some grenades into the well.
Dee tried not to think about the old man and woman. He scrambled back on his
tank and climbed behind the .30-caliber machine gun. He could hear women and
children screaming as they ran out of the village and into the tree line . The screams
echoed like thunderclaps in the Grand Canyon. Dee could hear babies screaming
their fucking lungs out. He put his own helmet on. A dirty-faced Vietnamese boy about
his own age appeared out of nowhere about three feet in front of him. Dee pointed his
.45, taking dead aim, but the boy fell to the ground before he pulled the trigger. Dee
could see he was bleeding through the shoulder and the jaw. The big, thirty-year-old,
freckle-faced gunny named Powers came over and stepped on his chest and blew the
boy's head off. The grunts were killing everything living.
McKay never left the tank. He was in the driver's seat, crouched low. His eyes
peered around just enough to see. Dee looked around for TJ. He spotted him standing
between two hootches, shooting a water buffalo in the head, then the leg, going back
and forth, taking target practice on the dead bull.
"TJ, get your ass back over here!" Dee yelled, screaming over the bedlam and
gunfire. The grunts had started burning hootches. The smoke stung his eyes.
TJ took a good long look at Dee and started walking back toward the tank . In
a defiant gesture he stopped, screwed up his face, and eyeballed Dee hard. He took
out his Zippo lighter and lit a hootch while the grunts were still ransacking the place.
Then he shuffled some quick steps around the back of the tank and got in.
It took about thirty minutes or so before the village was secured. More grunts
set fire to the rest of the hootches with their Zippos, piling the villagers' belongings
into heaps and setting them on fire too. The rest of the company, forming the
perimeter, started moving out. Then the grunt platoon inside the village began joining
the formation. The other twelve tanks moved past the blazing village in a single file.
Dee and his section of three tanks were the last out, moving at top speed,
about thirty miles an hour. After they got about three or four hundred yards out,
the three tanks did a U-turn and spread out. Dee lowered himself down inside the
hatch. The stench of vomit and reefer combined in his nostrils as he locked the
heavy hatch door overhead. McKay buttoned down his hatch. TJ sat squeezed
tight, his back against theradios, his legs crushed against one side of the little steel
compartment. He was sweating and breathing hard . Nobody spoke. Dee rested his
wet forehead against the periscope sight. He could hear his own breathing, his heart
thumping out of control. He took aim by cranking a small disklike wheel that lifted the
guns outside. He lined up the village in the crosshairs of his scope and waited. Dee's
headset crackled.
"Bravo, two-four." It was Martin's voice over the radio. "Two-four, fire at will, over."
Dee heard Moore acknowledge.

Seconds later he heard the roaring of the three-foot shells tearing gravity.
Moore fired once, then again, unloading three rounds at a time. Through the sight,
Dee could see parts of the village flying hundreds of feet into the air and floating back
down into the inferno.

Herbert L. Jackson

159

Martin ordered Dee to fire . "Bravo , two-three , fire , over."
Dee flipped the switches on the panel in front of him , lighting up the tiny green
and red lights.
"Firing a salvo, over," Dee responded. Martin's voice crackled back over the
radio.
"Let 'em go, over."
Dee fired all six of the thundering eight-foot guns at once, the blast of the
rounds as they ripped through the barrels only lasting for an instant before the rounds
fell dead center into the village.
"Bravo, two-three, two-four, cease firing."
The smell of sulfur filled the inside of the small tank. Dee reached up and
opened the hatch and stood in the clean daylight.
TJ got out, loaded the guns again, McKay stayed buttoned up inside. Once
the nine-ton vehicle was secured, McKay pointed it toward the waiting formation of
men and machines. From a mile away, sti ll standing in the hatch, Dee turned around
to see the village ablaze. He looked at the bright yellow and red flames, the black
smoke curling and twisting into the hot afternoon sky. All the animals were killed, the
villagers were scattered around the countryside or dead , the mission accomplished .
Dee kept wondering what the hell he was doing in Vietnam. And what the hell was
Vietnam doing to him? He was only nineteen. He would have plenty of time to get over
it. He did what he always did. He took it like a Marine.
As ordered, McKay maneuvered the tank into line . Dee remained standing
on his seat, waist high in the hatch, behind the .30-caliber machine gun, his
communication s helmet buzzing with talk. Three grunts were wounded by the sniper
fire going into the village.
Thu-thu-thu-thu -thu-thu-thu-thu . Dee heard a couple of Huey helicopters
overhead, the blades whipping the air like giant eggbeaters. The aerial breeze felt
good but did little to cool the scorching sun. The huge dark shadows created by the
Hueys swooped in from nowhere. The choppers fluttered and hung in the sky. After a
few minutes, the Hueys darted away to set up a landing zone ahead. The LZ would still
be a few miles away. The wounded grunts and their gear were lying on the front of one
of the other tanks. A poncho tied over the guns like an awning shaded the wounded
men from the heat.
The grunts were always vulnerable to sniper fire. Being in the tank gave Dee
a certain amount of security. The AK-47 automatic rifles that most of the regular
North Vietnamese Army used couldn't penetrate the four inches of solid armor on the
ONTOS. And the carbine rifle bullets that the Vietcong used bounced off armor like
peanuts. The NVA didn't have any tanks, and the ONTOS was built for antitank warfare.
In the field, the ONTOS was as much safety as you could expect. Dee wondered who
the wounded grunts were. Their tank platoon had been attached to this company for
about three months, and he had gotten to know some of them pretty well.
Down below at his feet, Dee heard the click ofTJ's Zippo, and the faint, familiar
smell of reefer drifted up to him. Dee took off his helmet and slid down inside the tank.
TJ had his Howdy Doody smile going again. He was sitting with his com helmet behind
him, using it like a pillow against the radios, his knees propped up, his flak jacket and
shirt opened up, sweat streaming down his chest. The tight compartment was an oven.
Dee put both elbows on his thighs, cupped his face in his hands, and rested
his forehead on the firing panel. He closed his eyes and clenched his teeth. He was
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sitting a couple of inches higher than TJ. Just off his left shoulder, but only a few
inches from his face, TJ started talking nonstop.
"Man , that was foul. We fucked them up pretty good, didn't we? I wish I
could've got some more action. Shit, I was ready to really get down ." TJ pushed the
joint in Dee's face. "You want a hit to celebrate?"
Dee turned his face to TJ's. He bit his lower lip and wiped the sweat out of
his palms. TJ's breath smelled like puke, a thin smear still against the right side of his
jaw.
"Put the joint out."
TJ pinched the glowing ember on the end of the joint and adjusted his back
against the radios . Dee spoke in a low, whispering tone , not waiting for answers.
"The next time I tell you to stay on the vehicle, you better stay. You got that?
Who was on the machine gun? Nobody. Who was covering my ass? Nobody. I've
got the rank on this vehicle, and what I say, goes ." Dee stopped for an instant. The
boxes of machine gun ammo and grenades rattled hard on the shelf against TJ's right
shoulder. McKay must have hit some bumpy ground, probably some ridges or furrows
in a rice paddy. He started back on TJ.
"If your butt can't follow orders because you're too buzzed up, you better stop
smoking. If something happens and you can't come down, leave the weed alone. Can
you get with that?"
TJ put on his smirky, tough-guy sneer. Rubbing the sweat from the side of his
face, he flashed on a mess of puke mingled with sweat in his hand. He screwed up his
nose and wiped his hand on his pants.
"Don't forget it again. Or I'll write your ass up." Dee's stomach growled. He was
tired and hungry. He grabbed the edge of the open hatch overhead and lifted himself
outside, behind the machine gun. He was right. They were moving through soft wet
fields of rice paddies. Dee put on his helmet and clicked the switch to "intercom."
"What's up, Mac?"
McKay turned and looked up at Dee, his flak jacket zipped all the way up,
sitting low in his seat, sweating like an Alabama pig. He spoke into the headset on
the com helmet.
"Bro'man, get me back to the WORLD! These grunts we're riding with are some
truly insane puppies!" McKay always knew how to make him smile.
Driving, McKay took off his helmet, put a canteen of water to his lips, swallowed
hard, and ducked down lower in his seat. He gave Dee the thumbs-up sign. Then he
closed the hatch over his head. Dee couldn't believe how paranoid he was . Driving
in one-hundred-degree heat with the hatch closed. The tree line jutted out sharply
on the left side of the formation. Some of the grunts bunched up, trying to stay out of
the forest of trees.
Fisssssssshhhhhhhhhhhhhhh, zingg, zingg, zingg.
The one weapon that every tank crew in Vietnam feared was the Russianmade antitank, antipersonnel missile launcher, a lightweight shoulder weapon with
a warhead shaped like a three-foot-long, three-inch-round, bulky-looking spear able
to penetrate up to nine inches of armor. It was the same as an American bazooka
rocket. The Vietcong called it a B-4O rocket launcher. The missile traveled at speeds
of about two hundred miles an hour.
The rapid firing of the AK-47 rifles from the tree line started hitting the Marines
on the left side of the formation first. Dee couldn't tell if anybody was hit because
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everybody was facedown, exchanging heavy fire with the tree line. When he heard
the fizz of the rocket, it was only a few feet away. The B-40 rocket pounded the
left side of the tank like a train broadsiding a car. The impact tipped the ONTOS,
making it fall over to the right. The B-40 ripped a hole in the left side of the tank like
a hot cookie cutter burning through dough. The boxes of machine gun ammo and
grenades on the shelf next to TJ delayed before they exploded inside the ONTOS. The
concussion killed McKay instantly. The B-40 severed TJ's right arm, sliced through
his flak jacket, sped through his right lung, heart, and left shoulder, and exploded
in the engine. The blast threw Dee ten feet into the air, and he landed on his back,
unconscious in the rice paddy.

Note: This story was first published in Hair Trigger 19 (1997). It won first place in
Traditional Fiction from the Columbia Scholastic Press Association.
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Tender as Hellfire
Joe Meno

DO YOU KNOW, IF THERE IS A HEAVEN , IT IS SOMEWHERE WITHIN THE
bathwater of my old babysitter, Val. Val . . her legs were the cool white reflection
of beauty. Her whole naked form could drive any young mop-headed bastard to any
random act of trailer-park violence.
My mother and her boyfriend, French, were swingers and needed somewhere
to send me and my older brother every other Friday night. Pill was thirteen, old enough
not to need a babysitter, but me, being only ten at the time, and both of us prone
to theft and arson and other acts of puberty, lightin' stuff on fire and shouting and
running al l around and my mother screaming all night and French's walk ing around in
his underwear most of the time, we weren't appreciated there in that gravel-laid motor
home cesspool, so my mother and French paid this young truck-stop waitress at the
other end of the trailer park to keep us in her spare boudoir every other Friday night
and make sure we didn't burn or steal anything we couldn't afford to pay for ourselves.
Val ... spring couldn't have whispered me a sweeter name.
Do you wanna know the truth? Maybe the only woman I'll ever really love is Val.
My prom date, Bunny, who shimmered in a strapless blue evening gown, the girl who
left the goddamn dance with another lousy man, or even the one and only lady I ever
shared a connubial bed with, Teresa, who changed the locks on my door and took off
with my poor dog, those ladies hold no candle to the fire that still burns in my heart
for my old babysitter.
Every other Friday, my mother would give me and Pill a brown grocery bag of
our clothes and toothbrushes and send us down the gravel road to Val's big silver
trailer that was round and looked like a kinda silver space capsule. My brother was
never happy about going. He still hated Tenderloin, and bein' cooped up inside on a
Friday night when he could be out knocking mailboxes over or pissing someone off
musta burned him up pretty bad. He'd kinda sulk behind me with his hands in his
pockets as I'd cross the court to her trailer. I'd wipe my nose clean with the back of my
hand and then knock on her screen door. Val's trailer was always lit up with a string
of white Christmas lights around the door; I dunno if she put them up for Christmas or
not, but she sure never took them down.
Her bare white legs would appear at the door. I dunno what it was about her
legs-she was tall , really tall, taller than my mother's boyfriend, French-her legs were
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just so long that I'd kinda whistle to myself every time I'd see them, not like I'd know
what to do with them if I had the chance, but there was something inside my chest
that would light up like a match whenever she'd answer the door. Her bare white
thighs have been permanently burned in my mind. Before I even think about her
name, I see her great bare thighs hung open on the end of her red velvet sofa. Her
voice was a honey-coated radiator, husky with sweet tones that would drip off her
tongue the way her thick waxy makeup would begin to melt late at night. Her hair was
blonde and cut at her shoulders; she'd usually be in her work uniform, which was a
yellow dress with a white apron, her hair all done up with a white paper tiara. She'd
lead us inside and pat my head and lick her finger and stick it in Pill's ear. He liked
her, too, he really did, but most of the time we were there he was in a mean mood,
anyways. Her trailer always smelled the way I thought a woman should, like cigarettes
and sweat and baby powder. Her mouth was a sweat-wrinkled pink hole that hardly
ever closed. Her breath was always hot and musty, moving over some wad of pink
bubble gum, and would leave bright red lipstick marks on the spotted white glasses
she drank gin from. There was nothing I wanted more than to kiss her mouth and have
her kiss my forehead. I wanted to fall asleep in her golden arms without anyone but
me and her in her bed.
Maybe after we arrived , Val would pour us some RC Cola in some giveaway
glasses she'd got at a fast-food joint, or maybe she'd light a cigarette as she got
undressed, but every Friday night we were there, she'd strip down to her smooth white
skin behind this dark black Oriental screen, decorated with a slick yellow tiger, and
tie her red Oriental robe around her middle, tucking the edges between her breasts .
Man, that would make my teeth hum in my head.
Then she'd take a bath . Honest to God, she'd take a bath right while we were
there . She'd close this small wooden door and slip into her pink bathtub and take a
goddamn bath. Don't think she was a pervert or anything; she always announced
for us not to look, but what the hell, we were boys, we were in the heated vernal
season of puberty, it was as though we didn't have a choice at all . Pill always got
first look, then me; our greasy white faces would smear against the silver keyhole,
breathing shallow so she wouldn't hear, unable to breathe as her cool naked shoulders
appeared in our eyes.
My god . . . my sweet God, have mercy on my poor soul.
My face would get all red and hot, and one time I think I nearly passed out
when she suddenly stood and stepped out of the tub and I gazed upon her wondrous
naked form, her smooth white belly, her wide hips that slipped down to form the most
perfect VI thought I'd ever see. I very nearly blacked out right there, but Pill grabbed
me by the back of the shirt and held me up by my collar. His face wouldn't get all
red or anything; he'd just get kinda quiet and mad. Heck, I knew why, he was three
whole years older than me, and he was thinking he should be out necking with stupid
farm girls named Suzy-Q and making it in their barns or whatever. But since I knew
the closest I was about to get to any of that was that steamed up keyhole, I didn't
complain.
Her bare white legs would appear from behind the bathroom door, clouded by
steam, still a little wet with singularly perfect beads of bathwater. She'd have her hair
wrapped up in a pink towel on the top of her head and be wearing that crazy Chinese
robe, all black and red and white and flowery. She'd tuck her legs beneath her and
take a seat on her red sofa. Maybe she'd turn on the radio or something, maybe she'd
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put on a nice record and stare out the screened windows into the dull blue night. By
then, Pill would be getting all kinds of anxious-he was a boy with sex on the brainand maybe Val would send him out to pick up dinner. That was fine with me, just me
and Val in the trailer alone. She'd unwrap her hair and let it fall all over her shoulders,
or maybe blow-dry it a little, then go behind that black screen and pull a tight gray
T-shirt on and some overalls. Anything looked good on her, I swear. We'd sit on her
red sofa and watch the night come up, the clouded blue sky giving way to pleasant
blackness, me leaning in close to smell the shampoo and soap just evaporating off
her body, sweet and heavy like perfume. I'd nearly drown on it all. Then she'd ask
me something nice like how many girlfriends did I have or how come I was such a
heartbreaker, and just when I was ready to burst with unadulterated passion, PillBug would return with some fried chicken or hamburgers or something from down the
road, and we'd all eat, laughing and giggling and throwing food and having the best
times of our lives. Well, maybe not Pill. Or Val. But being with them both felt all right
to me .
Then when it was time, she'd help us into her big white bed in the spare room,
the bed that always smelled like the soft, wrinkled part of her neck where there
would always be a greasy dab of perfume. Her head would hang over us as her robe
would drop open a little, showing the smooth white plane that she would only share
with truck drivers and cowboys who drove pickups. Her mouth would swell as she'd
smile and wink us a goodnight, and then I'd reac h up and kiss her on the soft side of
her red, red mouth. That moment, right there, is still what I think about when I think
about love. The soft side of the someone's mouth. That's it, right there.
My brother, Pill, he would lie on his belly, burying his face in her wide white
pillows . I would lie on my back, and then we would hold our breath and listen, because
there would always be some lust-filled cowboy coming over to fuck her, because even
as young as I was, I knew that's all they wanted with her anyway. Pill would flip and
flop around, frustrated, I guess. He'd grit his teeth all night and shake his head,
and then we'd hear a pickup or big block-engine Chevy die outside, then the boots,
scraping over the gravel, the bare-knuckled knock on the door. The screen door would
slide open, they would both be whispering and giggling, maybe there'd be the sharp
and clean kiss of glasses striking together. Then it would stop. Then it would be so
quiet that I could hear my brother's nasally congested chest rising and falling with
each shallow breath. Maybe there'd be the sonorous squeak of furniture, of wood
against tile , of metal against metal spring. I'd slip out of bed and stare out the tiny gold
keyhole, out into the dimly lit darkness of the living room. Then from only a few bare
feet away, my whole world would burn apart.
My Val's long white legs might be straddled around this cowboy's middle;
maybe she'd be on her back or bent over the same velvet sofa, but they would be
fucking-not gently, not like a sweet whisper or kiss-they would be fucking hard and
tearing at each other's clothes and scratching and pulling and rubbing their desperate
white bodies together in a way that made me hate her and him and everything about
them both. Maybe I'd try to go back to sleep; maybe I'd curl my head under some
of her blankets and listen to them fucking all night. These men, these truckers and
cowmen had some sorta endurance I couldn't even imagine. All their dumb, hard
ignorance must've made them insensitive to any of her. The cold black glimmer in all
of her men's eyes was always the same. These men didn't ever make faces or moan
or growl, they all gripped her like they hated her with their cold blank eyes and black
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hair-covered chests. They were full of anger and frustration and wanted to bury it
somewhere inside Val's breasts with the flat part of their thumbs, pressing hard to
make her hurt, too. Maybe they were just like Pill and me, but older, full of the same
hate and rage, and needed to let it go somehow, through someone's soft body.
These men I hated more than anything in my life.
These men would appear every Friday night as soon as we had been tucked in;
every Friday night, another cowboy or trucker would have a time with my sweet Val.
Only one time did she get herself in a bind.
This one night a big blonde-haired, sweet-faced cowboy in tight jeans came
knocking on Val's thin screen door. He was the one with the sandy-colored cowboy
hat and silver-toed boots, with his blue Western shirt half-buttoned down to his navel
to show off the thin trail of hair that led down to his wanton nether region. He was
drunk as hell and stunk like a pig, and my poor Val refused to let him in, not on
account of him being drunk, but she was expecting some other visitor that night in
tight drawers, stinking of whisky or his wife.
"Just let me in for a second , Val, honey. Just for a second." The cowboy's voice
was sweet and cool, his eyes were nearly all red and crossed with sincerity.
"Not tonight , baby," Val smiled, pulling her robe tight around her waist. "Go on
home."
"Just a second," he groaned. "Please, honey, just for a single kiss." He clawed
at the thin screen like trapped vermin, kneeling in front of the door.
"Don't make a fool outta yourself. Go on home, baby. You're drunk and ornery.
I'm not in the mood for any of that."
Val crossed her arms in front of her chest and backed away from the door. The
cowboy pulled his sand-colored hat down over his eyes. He yanked himself to his feet,
leaning against the door, and tore a big bone-handled knife from the side of his boot.
"Looks like I'm coming in anyway."
He dug the big silver blade into the screen, yanking the knife down and across
in a big L-shape. Val let out a scream, and I shot up in bed, rustling my brother awake.
Val backed away from the front door slowly.
"I just wanted a single kiss," the cowboy grunted, tripping through the big tear
in the door. "That was it, you goddamn tease."
Grinning like a sick dog, he held the knife out before him , a big silver knife
with a smooth ivory bone handle. His face was cold and white and creased by his
tightened smile. He stepped through the trailer, following Val as she backed away,
gliding the knife back and forth in front of him, catching a silver gleam along the edge
of the blade as it passed right in front of Val's shiny red robe.
"Now you ain't so proud, are ya?" he snorted.
Val backed all the way into the kitchen, fumbling behind her through thin silver
drawers for some weapon , a knife, a screwdriver, anything. The cowboy kept smiling
and grinning, moving closer.
Pill and I were at the goddamn spare boudoir door and tore it open We stood
right there a few feet from it all, unable to muster a word or motion.
"Go back to bed, boys," Val whispered, still pleasant, still calm. "Henry and I
are playing a little game."
My brother, Pill, didn't move. He stood in the doorway, staring at the cowboy's
sweaty face. He stood right in front of me, still and tense , staring right through the
shiny bone-handled knife to the cowboy's dull black eyes .
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"Don't move a muscle, boys," the cowboy grunted, turning towards us a little.
"You both stand right there."
My hands ached with sweat. My whole head felt light and then heavy and then
light again like a goddamn fever. My sweet Val had a short screwdriver in her hands,
but she was shaking. Her hips shivered against the kitchen counter; her big blue eyes
glimmered with big silver tears.
The cowboy took one step closer and knocked the screwdriver right from Val's
shaky hands.
"Don't you ever tease a man," the cowboy grunted. He grabbed Val's arm and
put the knife right against herthin white wrist. He pressed himself against her, holding
the blade against her poor white skin. "Don't ever play me for a fool." He reached his
hand down between the folds of her robe, right between her breasts where her heart
must've been beating like a scared rabbit. My mouth was dry and hard with terror. I
felt my own knees shaking. Pill looked ready to cry. His hands were clenched so tight
at his side that his fingernails were drawing blood in his own palms.
"Don't either of you boys move," he grunted. "You're gonna learn how to deal
with a no-good woman."
He stood in front of her, veiling her in his shadow.
There was no sound in the whole trailer. No one was breathing. No one could
breathe. Then a bit of gravel. A single spit of gravel shot up from the ground and
ricocheted against the side of someone else's trailer. Then another. The rumble of
gravel rolled up right outside along with two thick yellow double beams t hat crossed
the inside of Val's trailer, lighting up the cowboy's face. The big heavy grunt of a
pickup died outside. Then the pickup truck door opened and two boots slid across the
dirt and up the steps, and then I heard the single sweetest word I'll ever remember.
"Val?"
Still all silent inside.
"Val?!"
Then the trucker stepped through the gape in the screen, a big square-faced
man in blue coveralls. His name was scribbled on a patch on one side, Buddy. His
hair was black and disheveled a bit; he had a jug of wine in one hand and a single
daisy in the other. His jaw was set tight in his mouth as he stepped inside and saw
my sweet Val pressed up hard against her own kitchen co unter, the cowboy hulking
there right over her, holding her bare skin under the edge of a bone-handled blade.
"You best put that knife down , chief," Buddy whispered, setting the wine and
flower down on the sofa, '"fore you end up cutting yourself."
The cowboy turned and glared. There were no other words needed right there.
Two dogs don't need words right before they set into it, and neither did these men .
The cowboy turned and lunged at poor Buddy, taking a wide drunken swipe at him,
ripping the front of his coveralls. Buddy lammed the cowboy hard in the throat with a
solid punch, knocking his sand-colored hat off. Then Buddy dove right at him, shoving
the cowboy over the couch. The two men landed on top of each other, growling and
cursing, Buddy on top, trying to wrestle the knife away from the cowboy, who spat
and drooled and hissed like a snake. Buddy landed a few more blows, smacking the
cowboy's nose, but then something awful happened that will always stick in my head
because of how lousy it all was .
The knife blade ran through Buddy's right hand palm, right through; then the
cowboy dropped the knife dully to the floor. Buddy howled , gripping his wrist. He
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backed away, bowing over in pain. Light ran from the trailers outside right onto the
wound; the hole in his hand was silver-dollar size. His face was bright red.
The cowboy picked up his knife and ran out, dove into his truck, and disappeared.
He went right back into the dark night that had made him drunk and evil to begin with.
His hat was sti ll on the floor. 01' Buddy kinda tumbled into the bathroom, gritting his
teeth in pain. He held his hand under the sink, running the water bright pink over his
wound. Val came up behind him and began kissing his neck and saying, "I'm sorry, so
sorry, baby," and nuzzled her head against his big shoulders. He wrapped a big pink
towel around his hand, shutting off the faucet .
Val hurried me and my brother back into the spare bedroom. Her face was as
white as her sheets, and her blue eyes were swimming with tears. She hadn't said a
word to us. She was still shaking. She stepped back into the bathroom.
Then, as usual, they began making it . Right in that bathroom. Val fell to
her knees and unzipped the man's coveralls and then closed the bathroom door.
Then the unmistakable sound of that man and Val, like every Friday night, cinching
themselves together, bare and cold, their bodies pressed against the wood door,
creating a kind of friction that hurt my tongue. That's when I wished both those men
had been stabbed and died right there. That's when I didn't care that this man was
hurt saving my Val. This man with the hole in his hand was no different from any of the
other men that would come over after Val had put us to bed. He still had that same
dumb empty look in his eyes. He still had that same dumb look while he lay his cool
naked body next to hers. Most of her men, I guess, were well behaved. But I guess
any goddamn fool can act polite if they know what they'll get in return for some lousy
sweet talk or flowers or wine.
That's what I hated most about all those men. They weren't any brighter
than me. But there was nothing I could have done about any of it. I was a dumb,
greasy-faced, trailer-park kid. All these men had snakeskin boots and red pickups
with gun racks and decorative mud flaps. What could I possibly offer her besides true,
unmistakab le love? How could I make her feel the way they made her feel, held down
against the dull red velvet , naked and used and bare? My same brother was already
asleep in her bed, snoring with the same frustration , not just with tall white legs or
truckers or cowboys or trailers but the whole town and not just the ignorant little town
of Tenderloin, but of all space and time that sinks down on your head when you feel
like a man and sti ll look like a goddamn dumb kid.
All that was too much for me . This man had my Val; they were making it right
outside the door or on the sofa or in the kitchen, making a kind of rhythm so mean
that I slipped on my own jeans and shoes and climbed out the spare bedroom window,
down into the gravel, skidding past the fading light shot from Val's TV or Buddy 's
bloodshot eyes. I stared at his pickup, same as any other of these men's Valiants,
Monte Carlos, big Fords and Chevies that were all made in their awful notion of
manliness and desire. I reached down into the dirt and picked up the sharpest rock
I could find and lit a match to the fuel line of anger and rage that had welled up in
me all night. I let that rock fly hard and straight, busting a rearview mirror. Another
stone took out one of the headlights, then another scratched the deeply honed doors
before I began kicking in the silver-chromed grill. My whole miserable life lit up in an
explosion of hate and anger, until Val's porch light flickered on and I disappeared
back into the darkness, back through the window, and back into her soft, white
bed, still shaking with rage. Maybe the trucker cussed or shouted and then took off,
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maybe he stayed and took his anger out on her again, maybe they lay together not
touching or uttering a word, both wishing he had left . The next morning the trucker
was gone, and I couldn't have been happier. When Pill and I finally rolled out of bed,
we got dressed and sat at her small kitchen table. We wolfed down big helpings of
yellow French toast and burnt bacon. No one talked. Val stared hard into my eyes
and didn't say a damn word. She looked me in my face and then turned away, cold
and silent. I didn't mind her being mad. As long as the trucker was gone, she could be
as quiet as she liked . I know that sounds real selfish, but she knew there was nothing
between her desperate heart and that trucker's heart but being desperate, and
me busting up that man's headlights only put a clear picture to all that undeniable
frustration. We packed our stuff up and stepped outside. The trailer park was bright
and silver and grey with dust. Maybe I turned around and said, "Goodbye," or maybe I
was mean and stone-faced and stepped out onto her porch without muttering a thing,
but Val stopped me and put her hand on my shoulder and looked down into my eyes
and said something like: "You're gonna end up hurtin' someone with all that anger,
Dough. You're gonna end up hurtin' yourself and someone you love with a temper like
that."
Then more than anything I felt like crying, but I didn't, because Pill woulda
never let me live it down, and I nodded and turned away, and me and my brother
walked home across the lots of mobile homes, kicking rocks at each other without
saying a goddamn word.

Note: This story was first published in Hair Trigger 20 (1998). It won first place in
Traditional Fiction from the Columbia Scholastic Press Association.
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Bonnequa, the Braider
Phy ll is S. Po rche

l'VE BEEN DOING HAIR FOR NEARLY FIFT Y YEARS, AND I KNOW MY WAY
around a head . Starting ou t pressin' hair in my kitchen over on Sixty-seventh Street.
Did a good business too, all those working mothers, rais in g kids, hanging laundry wit'
no time to wash and set they own hair for church on Sunday, they came to me. Every
Saturday night, my parlor was fulla women sittin' with their heads wrapped in towels
reading Ebony and Jet and waiting for they turn in the kitchen. And I could press a
head, let me te ll you, get it so flat and so straight your friends would swear you had
that good hair.
Back then all you needed to be successful was a set of good metal pressin'
combs. Put one on the fire, get it good and hot, part and section the hair off, then pull
it through, slow and easy. Afterward you put the curlers on the flame, curl up the hair,
oil the scalp, and holla , "Next!" I did have some prob lems, though. Like customers
falling asleep in the chair because they had to wait so long. But a quick flip of my
black plastic comb on the back of they necks took care of that. You fall asleep while
Mabel's got a hot pressin' comb in her hand and you'll get more than a slap , you'll get
a scar you can tell your grandkids about.
Pressin' could be a bad business, though . Whole damn house usta stink of burn in'
hair. Customers complained a lot, too: "Mabel, that comb's too hot, you burned my ear,
nyah , nyah." I damn near quit 'cept I had four kids to feed. I'd tell 'em I ain't got time to do
your hair and be your mama too! Don't try to act like you ain't never had your hair pressed
before. You don't want your ear burned, then dammit hold it down . I ain't got no gadgets
on this comb to keep from burning you, you just better stay awake and watch your cues.
Long as you been black you know somebody get close to your ear with a hot pressin'
comb, you supposed to fold that fella down and hang on.
Things were good for me until around 1975. Th at's when everything changed. All
of a sudden pressin' wasn't good enough anymore Oh no, sudden ly people wanna be
able to swim and not have their hair go back. Go back? Back where? It ain't changed,
it's stil l nappy, it's just flat, water don't do nothin ' but wake the naps up. Anyway,
Negroes decide they hair needs to be relaxed , like hair get tense or somethin'. So I
gotta throw out al l my pressin' combs, which by the way I paid good money for, and go
to school and learn how to mix chemica ls like Marie Curie or somebody. I had to learn
to give relaxers and Jh er i-Cu rl s, all that ol' mess. But it was that or my kids didn't eat.
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When I finished the program I took the money I made doing hair at home and opened
up Mabel's Press and Curl around the corner from my house. Close and easy to get
to. I been here twenty years and ain't lost a cus tomer.
Yeah, I started out in my kitchen with just me; now I got three employees.
They a strange buncha women, but they can lay hair like nobody else. There's Viola,
who's about my age but seems older even to me, and I'm almost seventy. She's tall
and sturdy but got just the tiniest little stoop in her shoulders these days. And even
though she works for me pressin' and curlin' and permin', she still pincurls her own
hair at night. The woman looks like she li ving in the fifties , but the girl got skills-in
the morning. Then there's Shirley, a sweet girl, but she got old ways for somebody so
young. She's a little nervous and got some habits that drive me crazy, but for the most
part she's OK. Now Aiesha is fifteen and the granddaughter of one of my longtime
customers. I hired her for her grandma's sake, but that chile, that chile . Then came
this new one, Bonnequa she said her name was. Ain 't never heard nothin' like it
before, but I ain't one to judge. I wish I could tell something about her, but I can't.
It's almost like she was born the day she showed up, no history, no past, no family,
no nothin'. Just her, just Bonnequa. The only thing I can tell you about her is the girl
could do it all: press, curl, relax, wrap, braid. Lord, that chi le was a one-woman beauty
parlor. She said she liked braiding best. Fine with me. Braids is what all these young
girls want. I figured they'd keep Bonnequa plenty busy.
When I first saw her I thought she looked kinda scrawny. I mean she was
thinner than Shirley and Shirley's almost a scarecrow. I didn't think the girl
looked strong enough to stand all those hours doing hair, looked like if a strong
wind came along she'd be gone with it, but she told me she was up to it. She's
quiet as a mouse, too , so you know I hired her, 'cause with Viola, Shirley, and
Aiesha beatin' they gums all day long I was looking forward to having somebody
quiet in the place . And that's why I gave Bonnequa the work station nearest to
me.
They say everybody got a story; well Viola, she got three. Poor thang. Her
husband left her with three boys and no money in an old rickety piece - a house .
She owned it outright but didn't have no money and hardly any skills. Her oldest boy,
Clayton, up and joined the army around 1968, sent money home every month, 'til he
got hisse lf killed in Viet Nam. Broke Viola's heart. After that the other boys just went
for bad. They drifted in and out of the house and in and out of Viola's life. Most times
they came home for a night, stayed away for two or three, ate up all her food, and
begged her out of what little money she did manage to earn. The second boy, Darnell ,
is right now sitting up on death row. Been there about fifteen years, poor chile done
exhausted all his appeals, just waiting for his day with the executioner. The other
one, Michael. Poor Michael, he was killed by the police by mistake. They said they
thought he was some other boy who'd shot a policeman. They gunned that boy down
like a D-0-G.
Viola started drinking after Darnell was sentenced to death . At first it was just
a little somethin'-somethin' after dinner, but by the time Michael was kil led, she was
three sheets to the wind by lunchtime. Whi ch is why I on ly put her on press and curls in
the morning. I ain't tryin' to fill up the burn ward over the County 'cause she doing the
Jim Beam tango all afternoon. I probably shouldn't even keep her on, but she's good
and I need her, and her old-lady customers love those old-lady hairstyles she gives
them. Besides, I can't imagine what her life would be like if she had all day to drink .
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I'll never forget the day I realized Viola was gonna be a problem. We had been
doing heads all day long and finally the last client was gone. I was sitting in my chair
exhausted; Viola was leaning against her station and I said, "Vi, honey, maybe it's
time you retired." Didn't that woman pick up a hot curling iron and point it at me?
"Looky here now, Mabel. I'll retire when I'm ready. I ain't but sixty-two years old,
younger than you. So if anybody need to be getting a check from the gov'ment, it's
you." I tell you I don't know what impressed me more, her determination or that hot
curling iron she was waving in my face, bu t I let her stay. But I learned not to have her
curling hair after twelve o'clock.
Now Shirley. Shirley's a kind of a young thang, but she got old ways you know
the type. Young, pretty, should be go ing to dances or out to the movies with nice
young fellas, but all she does is work and read the Bible. Don't get me wrong, I'm
a Christian, been a Christian longer than Shirley even been alive, but that girl can
find things in the Bible I never hea rd of. And like Viola, she knows her way around a
head. She's kind of a perfectionist, t hough. Won't let a client out of the chair if there's
a hair out of place. And the chai r. Lord , the chair! That girl has a prob lem with the
he ight of her chair, the likes of which I've never seen. She's put customers on phone
books, made 'em slouch, sit perfectly stil l, hold they head perpendicular to the floor,
whatever it takes to get they heads the right height for her. One time she pumped
old Mrs. Perkins up and down so many times in that cha ir I thought that old lady was
going to lose her breakfast. Why do her cus tomers put up with it? 'Cause Shirley's
that good, and that's why I keep he r.
But she can be a litt le preachy. A customer will be sittin' in the chair, you
know, sharing a story, 'cause that's what the beauty shop is about. But Miss Shirley
don't like gossip and she'll bust ou t with a Bible verse about maligning your fellow
man and gossip -m onger in g and set the whole place on its ear. And Lord, don't let
the conversat ion turn to sex , she practically has to go and shower from what she
ca lls our "dirty talk." Which is when Aiesha jumps in. That chile is fifteen going on
forty. She dresses like one of t hose little hooch ie girls in those music videos on BET
that I turn away from. She wears those braids the kids like so much and they look
good on her, but I told her I draw the line at spandex and exposed midriffs: "This is
a place of business, girl. Peop le come in here to relax and get they hair done. Don't
nobody wanna be look in' at your belly. You gon' work here , you gotta wear some
prope r clothes." She come askin' me, "W hy you playa hati n', Miss Mabel?" I told her,
" I don't hate the playa, baby, but if the playa wants to keep getting a paycheck, next
time she stro ll s up in Mabel's Press and Cur l she better be dressed decent." We ain't
had a prob lem since.
Aiesha's grandma wants her to go to bea uty school and thought having her
work for me would get her in on the ground floor. But from day one she made it plain
she wasn't in t erested in doing hair. "I want to be a nail technician, Miss Mabel," she
to ld me. "I can't be standing up all day washing strangers ' ol' dirty hair. But nails, I can
sit down, talk to people, and exe rcise my creativity." Whatever. Mainly she sweeps up
the hair and runs errands for me. In a rea l pinch I have her wash a head or two. Well,
that was unt il she got herself some press-on claws. Them nails so long my customers
cringe when she come near 'em with them. Most of 'em won't let her wash they hair.
Well , I hired Bonnequa on Thursday and she started the next day and
she worked out great. I musta scheduled four women with her for braids , right?
Complicated stuff, all that weavin' and twistin' heads looking like the Eiffel Tower and
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such, but she was great. For that girl, standing and braiding hair was as easy as
breathin'. I was glad I found her, that is 't il the third day she worked for me. It was
Saturday and we was busy. By noon we had customers in all three chairs, the waiting
area was filled, and the phone was ringin' wit' women callin' beggin' to be squeezed
in. You'da thought it was the day before Easter. Anyway, Viola pressed and curled
until she couldn't no more. Usually when that happened I put her on shampoos, but
this was one o' her bad days, so I just sent her on home. And I told Shirley we didn't
have time for any of her crazy mess, "Look, stop pumping that chair and finish! We got
people waiting!" I checked in the back, Bonnequa had started on Joelle Thompkins
at eight in the morning and by two the woman's entire head was covered with the
finest, most even braids I'd ever seen. I was amazed. A job like that would normally
take eight to ten hours, but Bonnequa, she had a knack. I congratulated her on her
work and she just smiled and straightened up her station, makin' ready for the next
customer. I like women that work like that.
Well, with Viola out of commission and despite my warning, Shirley pumpin'
that chair and me workin' on Aiesha's grandma, there was nobody to do Rayselle
Bradley's hair. Rayselle been a customer of Viola's for years, so she shoulda known
better than schedule herself for two in the afternoon, but she did. She sat and waited
and I kept promisin' to get right to her, but it was obvious she was getting peeved. I had
Aiesha's grandma under the hair dryer and was about to start on Rayselle myself when
my two-thirty appointment walked in, early. "Oh Lord . OK, we're goin' have to switch up
here." I knew Bonnequa didn't have anybody else coming in until about four so I called
out, "Bonnequa?" No answer. "Bonnequa?" Again , no answer. "Bonnequa!" Her head
popped around the corner of the wall, "Yeah, Mabel?" "I need you to wash and set Mrs.
Bradley's hair, honey. Come on out and get started, please." She stood there looking
at me with the blankest look I ever seen on a human, in fact it was almost inhuman,
then she said in the coolest, calmest voice, "I ain't tryin' to hear that, Mabel."
Well, you coulda bought me for a dollar. I know that little nappy-head girl wasn't
standing in my shop tellin' me what she wasn't tryin' to hear. "'Scuuuse me?" She said
it again, just as cool and calm as if I'd offered her a sandwich and she wasn't hungry,
"I ain't tryin' to hear that." And with that she turned and went back to picking up stray
pieces of weave hair. "Aiesha! Girl, get over here! Take that mess off your fingers and
wash Mrs . Bradley's hair!" Aiesha ran over, snapping off nails along the way and led
Rayselle over to the sink. Then over her shoulder she said to Shirley, "Oooh, I know
Miss Thang did not just tell Miss Mabel what she ain't tryin' to hear. Not wit' all these
sistas sittin' up in here waiting to get they butter whipped!" "Sounds like what she said
to me," Shirley replied.
"All right, you two, get to work. I got no time for no foolishness."
I was mad, but after the work Bonnequa'd done, I'd be a fool to fire her, that
girl was a gold mine. But I decided I would talk to her when things quieted down. As
it turned out I didn't say anything to her. I mean I figured she probably had issues,
right? Who doesn't? We all got a little somethin'-somethin' going on in our lives that
make us act a certain way. And as long as Bonnequa was braiding hair and making
me money, I figured that was just one o' her "new on the job" quirks, so I let it go.
A couple of days later I found myself in another situation with Bonnequa. See,
Viola had a bad night. I mean a really bad night, so bad she didn't come in that
morning and I had women waitin' to get they hair done. I checked the schedule and
Bonnequa's first appointment wasn't 'til two that afternoon, so when Marvella Watkins
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for her weekly press and curl and Shirley and I were already busy, I yelled out,
"Bonnequa?" No response. "Bonnequa?" "That girl. Bonnequa!" Her head popped
around the corner of the door to the backroom. "Sweetheart, Viola's not here, come
out and do Ms. Watkins's hair." "I ain't tryin' to hear that, Mabel."
I just thank God Marvella is hard of hearing, 'cause if she'd heard what
Bonnequa said, Lord, it would have really been something. But as luck would have
it Aiesha came through the door early from school and she washed Marvella 's hair.
"Humph, Miss Thang gettin' outta hand," I heard her tell Shirley. "This the second
head I done had to wash. I tol' y'all, I ain't tryin' to be no hairdresser. If I'm gon' be
doing this regular, Miss Mabel gon' have to pay me mo' money."
In addition to what she didn't try to hear, I learned Bonnequa had some
strange habits. The chile never ate. On Fridays we usually sent around to Bud's for
fried catfish. But Bonnequa never joined in. At first I thought she was tryin' to save
money, you know, be resourceful, but she never ate nothin'. Once or twice I saw her
nibble on a french fry or two, but that's it. She had some strange ways, but somehow
I just thought she was safe with me, with us . That if I let her go somebody might try to
take advantage of her and Lord, I couldn't live with myself if that happened.
Well, the days went on and everybody just kinda got used to Bonnequa. Every
now and then I'd hear somethin' from Shirley or Viola, but they just kinda learned
to work around her and not ask her to do anything except braid hair. One morning
early, before Viola got in her cups good, I asked her and Shirley what they thought of
Bonnequa. "I think she's arrogant," Viola said , "Act like she too good to do anything
but braid. Like we ain't good as her just 'cause we pressin' and curlin' and permin'."
"Well , all I know is that attitude of hers is gonna get her nowhere. What she needs to
do is embrace the Lord Jesus Christ," Shirley said. Aiesha was at school, but she'd
made her opinions plain after the second time Bonnequa had refused to do a head,
"I ain't playa hatin', Miss Mabel, but ol' girl got to go! Walkin' around here like she got
it like that, tell in' folks what she ain't tryin' to hear-shoot, I ain't tryin' to hear her!"
That afternoon when Bonnequa came in I decided to test her. I knew it was
wrong, but I needed to see just what was goin' on with her. I had asked her to do things
in the shop and she'd refused, so I thought I'd send her on an errand. We were runnin'
low on end papers and bobby pins. "Bonnequa, baby, run around to the beauty-supply
house for me. I called in an order and it just needs to be picked up. I would send
Aiesha, but she has cheerleadin' practice today." Bonnequa was opening a package of
number two brown preparing to do her first client. She turned, gave me that deaderthan-dead look o' hers and said, "I ain't tryin' to hear that."
After that it was anarchy. From that day on whenever I asked somebody to do
something, go somewhere , get something, all I heard was what they wasn't tryin' to
hear. Bonnequa was good at what she did, but she was messin' up my good thing and
I just couldn't have that.
There's only three keys to my place. I got one , Viola got the other, and the
landlord, Mr. Sullivan, I believe, has the third . I bring up the keys because things with
Bonnequa finally came to a head on Easter Sunday night. I'd been at my daughter
Belinda's house for dinner. Forty-two years old and girl still don't know Easter is
ham, chitlins is Christmas. Oh, well, anyway, I left early-without a doggy bag-I
ate that soggy mess once and that was enough. My son, Darryl, kept sitting at the
table complainin', "I don't know why you made that crap , Bee , you know I don't eat
no swine." Between that and my grandkids screaming, all hopped up on sugar and
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chocolate, the evening was more than I could stand, so I decided to go home but
stopped by my shop on my way.
We did so much hair the day before, the till was overflowing, so I just stuffed
it all in that metal box I keep under my work station, figuring I'd get to it later. When
I got there the place was dark, the shade was drawn, and everything looked normal.
I'd asked Bonnequa to close for me because I had to run to the Jewel to pick up some
potatoes for the potato salad that was supposed to go with the ham we were supposed
to have. Anyway, it was the one thing that day that I asked her to do that she did try
to hear. I put my key in the door, turned it, and when I pushed I got the chain. So I'm
standing out there thinking, how did this girl manage to lock my door from the outside
and put the chain on? I'd only installed that chain for the nights when Aiesha and I
were there late cleaning up. Women alone ain 't safe . So I'm standing there, jiggling
the door handle and thinking some very unchristian thoughts and that's when it hit
me. She was still in there! Then I hear from out the back room, "Wait a minute . I ain't
ready."
Swear to God, it was Bonnequa! Now it was about nine-thirty on Easter Sunday
night. What was she still doing there? I wait and then I hear her come scuffling out the
back room. She pulls the shade aside and checks to see who it is, like she's answering
her front door. Well, she sees it's me and gently pushes the door closed so she can
take the chain off. When I step in, she just gives me one of those inhuman looks of
hers, then without saying a word-not, "Hi, Mabel," "Ooops, you caught me," "Go
to hell." Nothing. She just turns toward the back like her work is done . "Bonnequa!
Girl, what are you doin' here at this time of night?" She's dressed in this frumpy pink
housecoat and matching fuzzy pink slippers. And even as I call after her, she just
keep scuffling across the tile toward the back, like I don't exist. That's when I tell
myself, Mabel, you got a sit-u-ation here.
That girl had been living in my shop! There was health laws about that kind
of thing. I coulda lost my license, the shop, everything. So I yelled after her, "Uh-uh.
Listen, Missy, you come back here. We got to ta lk about this." But Bonnequa just
kept her pace slow and steady until the dark rectangle of the doorway just kind of
enveloped her. Now that's my room, OK? I been back there a million times, but that
Easter Sunday night, with that girl, with that expressionless face, and that scuffling,
uh-uh. I was scared. I just grabbed the box I kept the money in, closed and locked
the door, and went home thinking, "I don't care how good she is, that girl gotta go."
There was something wrong with her, something deep inside, something
spiritual. Something was missin' from Bonnequa, that's why she always gave me
them blank, scary, soulless looks. That girl's heart was hurting. I just wished there
was something I could a done for her, but she never talked about nothin'. No family to
speak of, no friends, it's almost like she just appeared out of thin (and I do mean thin,
almost malnourished) air. After that day, Bonnequa just stopped working . I mean she
was there every day, but she stopped taking appointments, stopped coming out the
back room, she kinda went on strike or somethin'. I figured she was probably weak
what from all the heads she'd already braided and the fact that she barely ate enough
food to keep a cockroach alive, so I just let her rest.
'Course, you know that didn't sit well with the others . "So what ol' girl just gon'
kick it back there and I gotta do heads? Uh-uh, Miss Mabel, that's bogus. I mean,
yeah, maybe she got it like that, but that's wack." Even Shirley got a little disgruntled:
"Mabel, c'mon now, being Christian is one thing, but that girl is takin' advantage of
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you. Not workin' and gettin' a paycheck? That ain't right." I peeked back there one
afternoon and Bonnequa was just standing at the back door staring out the window
into the alley. I let it go on for a few days , figurin' she'd come back to herself, but when
she didn't, I started droppin' hints. I left a letter of recommendation on the little table
she sometimes sat at back there, then I left her some money. Every morning when
I came in, it was untouched. Heck, I even brought her plates of food, red beans and
rice; she didn't touch that, neither.
The situation was getting bad. Shirley and Aiesha was ready to form a union
and go out on strike on me, and poor Viola was getting loaded earlier and earlier
in the day. I couldn't have it, and Bonnequa wouldn't take the hint and leave, so
I called Mr. Sullivan and told him when my lease was up at the end of the month,
Mabel's Press and Curl was re locatin'. Then I went to the real-estate office in the
neighborhood; it took about a week, but I found a great new shop, right on the bus
line, lots of windows, it was perfect. I told the girls what was happening and at the
end of the month, we was gone.
We was in the new place about a week when I got a phone call. The lady said
her name was Lillian Mason and she'd rented my place after I moved out. She had
contractors in remodeling, but they was having a problem. I told her that that was
between her and the landlord and I didn't understand what her remodeling had to do
with me . The problem, it turned out, was Bonnequa. Now I had figured that once I was
gone from the building with all my stuff, Bonnequa would just pick up and go, no point in
her staying there, right? According to Miss Mason, Bonnequa was still living in the back
room even with all that construction dust and racket. See, they were turning my shop
into a Dock's Fish. Why, with Bud's right around the corner, I don't know, but they were .
Anyway, I agreed to go over there and talk to Bonnequa and see could
I convince her to vacate the premises . It's not ladylike and it's not natural to be
living up in somebody's back storeroom like that. When I got there the door was
unlocked and I walked on in. I nearly fell off my feet. They tore out my mirrors, my
walls were stripped, and all those pictures of hairstyles I had Aiesha cut out of Ebony
and Essence were torn down from the walls, and they'd put in a huge counter that
ran from nearly the front door to the backroom-where Bonnequa lived. I called out
to her, hoping she'd come out to me. I was still a little scared of going back in there
with her. "Bonnequa?" No answer. "Bonnequa?" So I figured, OK, Mabel, you can
do this. I crept back there. When I entered, the room was dark except for a shaft of
light from the little window up near the ceiling. There Bonnequa was, curled up on
a coil of rope, just sitting and staring with that blank look of hers on her face. My
heart almost stopped. "Bonnequa? Chile, why are you still here? This ain't my shop
no more. You don't work here no more." She turned kinda like she was surprised to
hear a human voice, but the surpr ise didn't register on her face . She just gave me one
of those subhuman looks of hers and said, "I ain't tryin' to hear that, Mabel." "Well,
you better try to hear this. You can't stay here. It ain't right. It ain't healthy and I'm
pretty sure it ain't legal, either. What about your family? Maybe I can call somebody,
write somebody for you." But she just sat there staring at me like I spoke a language
she didn't understand. "Bonnequa, do you hear me? Girl, you can't stay, the Dock's
people ain't gon' allow you to live in the back of they store. They talking about legal
action, they talking about having you arrested for trespassing."
I shivered when she looked at me 'cause it felt like she could see through
my flesh, bones, and organs, right to my very soul. And as old as I am, I wanted to
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turn and run away from that room and never look at that chile again, but I couldn't.
I felt responsible for her. "Do you understand?" I yelled. "And please, do not tell me
another time what you're not tryin' to hear. 'Cause hear it or not, those people mean
business. They mean to put your narrow behind in jail. You don't want that, do you?"
Then she gave me that scary little smile of hers and said, "Well, I guess they gon' have
to do what they have to." Like whatever happened was outta her control.
Well, they did do what they had to and Bonnequa got arrested. And chi le, it was
ugly. People gathered around starin' and pointin' and whisperin'. We heard about it
through the neighborhood grapevine and Aiesha ran over and watched, then came
back and reported what she saw. "Miss Mabel , they had Bonnequa in handcuffs like
she was John Gotti or somebody. But she just walked out with her head held up, you
know wit' that look on her face, and got right into the wagon like she was steppin'
into a limo or somethin'. That girl is weird." Of course, Bonnequa's arrest was the talk
of the shop. Everybody who came in mentioned it, and finally after about an hour, I
had to put a stop to it. "All right, y'all, that's about enough. How long you gonna profit
from somebody else's misery?" And I wasn't just talking to Viola, Shir ley, and Aiesha.
I made the customers stop talking about it too . I felt bad for Bonnequa. So bad, that
that night I called my son Darryl and had him to carry me over to the county jail to
visit her. I wanted to bring her a little somethin', 'cause that child don't eat. So I made
Darryl stop at Bud's and I picked her up an order of those spicy fries she sometimes
picked at.
Let me say this, if you've never been to the county jail, you're lucky. It's not a
pretty place. Bad enough to have men in there, but women locked up behind bars ,
chile! I sat in the waiting area behind this thick pane of glass-Darryl waited in the
car, said he didn't want to go in-holding those fries, turned out they wouldn't let
me give them to her. No food allowed. When Bonnequa walked in, she was wearing
this kinda shapeless prison dress with a number on it. My lip started to quiver when
I saw her. I mean she'd only been there a few days, but I swear the chile had gotten
thinner since the last time I saw her and I think I already told you , she didn't have
much weight to lose. She looked willowy and seemed to float into the room and just
flutter into the chair. My eyes were wet by that time. Everything she did seemed like
slow motion . I was already holding the phone waitin' for her to pick up the one on her
side. When she did, it seemed to take forever, as though that black plastic receiver
was just too heavy for her to lift.
"How you doin', baby?" "Fine. Miss Mabel, I'm fine." What do you say after
that? I couldn't exactly sit there and tell her what had been goin' on at the shop or
with the girls, I mean the chile was in jail! Good things happenin' on the outside was
probably the last thing she wanted to hear. So I asked if she was OK and if she eatin'
enough (obviously she wasn't) and if people was treatin' her OK and she gave me a lot
of slow, one-word answers. "Bonnequa , honey, is there somebody I can call for you?
Your mama? Somebody?" "Naw, ma'am. I'll be fine." "I wanted to give you these," I
held up the greasy bag of french fries, "but they said no." "That's OK , Miss Mabel , I
ain't hungry."
I ran out of things to say, and I knew if I didn't get out of there soon I'd be
bawlin' my eyes out, so I told Bonnequa I'd be back to see her in a coupla days. "I left
some money for you for phone calls or whatever else you might need . You use it.And
if you think of anything I can bring you, you call me, you hear?" She gave me a weak
smile and hung up the phone just as slowly as she had picked it up.
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I couldn't wait to get out of there. Being in that place unnerved me, but I didn't
know which upset me more, that a special jail for women existed or that a frail, gentle
creature like Bonnequa was in it. And she was gentle. She hadn't set out to hurt
nobody. Just seemed like she couldn't do what folks wanted. She wasn't bad or evil,
just followin' her own drummer's all. I was gonna wait a coupla days and go and
visit her again on Friday, but when I woke up Thursday morning somethin' told me
to go right then, so I did. Darryl was none too happy about havin' to carry me back
to the jail twice in one week, but he did it. When I got there and said I was there to
see Bonnequa, the lady guard checked her list and asked me to wait. Then she went
and talked to another guard. The second lady guard looked at me, turned back to
the first one and continued whisperin' to her. Then the first lady guard went away
and came back. "Ma'am, can you come with me, please?" She led me to a different
little room from the one I went to the last time. It was kind of dark with a table and
two chairs. I sat there wondering what the heck was going on. Then I got a sick feelin'
in the pit of my stomach. I thought maybe Bonnequa had told somebody at the jail
what she wasn't tryin' to hear and had gotten herself into some more trouble. About
a minute later, a woman in a suit walked in. "Mrs. Jefferson? I'm Ms. Adams. I'm
one of the administrators here. I understand you're here to visit Bonnequa James ."
I told her I was. "Look, now, if this is about that food I brought her last time, I didn't
know. Nobody told me that it wasn't allowed. I didn't bring nothin' this time." "No,
ma'am, it's not that ." She took a deep breath, "Mrs. Jefferson, Bonnequa . .. " When
her voice trailed off like that, like one o' my kids when they tryin' to break some bad
news to me, I knew something terrible had happened to Bonnequa . "Bonnequa was
very weak . I'm sure when you saw her the other day you noticed how thin she was."
I nodded. "Well, we tried to get her to eat, we even threatened her with intravenous
feeding, in fact we were going to begin that today, but ... " My breath caught in my
throat. "Mrs. Jefferson, when the guard checked Bonnequa last night, she was dead.
I'm terribly sorry."
I didn't know what to say. I mean, I'd just wanted Bonnequa out of my shop. I
wanted her to do what was asked of her and to try to get along with folks. Lord, I didn't
want the chile to die! I sat there in that dark, dank little room and cried . I cried so
long and so hard that Darryl finally came into the jail loo kin' for me and they brought
him into that room. It took a while for me to recover myself, I felt so sick, so guilty,
like I coulda done something-what, I don't know, but something. A few minutes later
Darryl helped me out to his car and drove me home.
Bonnequa was dead. How was I supposed to live with that? What was
I supposed to say to Viola and Shirley and Aiesha when they asked about her? I
spent a terrible night that night. I couldn't sleep, I couldn't eat. I just lay there in my
bed thinkin' I shoulda done more. I shoulda made Bonnequa do them things she
didn't want to do. I thought maybe if I had, she'd still be alive and I wouldn't feel so
responsible. Of course, 1knew that never woulda happened. That girl had chosen her
course a long time ago and nothin' I could a said or done was gonna sway her, but that
didn't make me feel any better.
Weeks later a customer came into the stop. Turned out she was one o'
Bonnequa's braid ladies from a previous job. She told me she'd been with Bonnequa
for years and had followed her from shop to shop-when she could find her, that was. I
asked her what she knew about her, her family, anything to get some closure, like they
say on the talk shows. All I found out was Bonnequa got her trainin' in doin' hair at
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the Lena Bryant Beauty School, the one next door to the Lena Bryant Funeral Parlor
over west on Eighty-seventh Street. Yeah , she did dead people's hair, but that's not
unusual. A lot of stylists started out that way. They practiced on the dead so they
could do good work on the living. It just seemed to me that some o' that dead got into
Bonnequa and just never seemed to work its way out.

Note: This story was first published in Hair Trigger 23 (2001). It won first place in
Experimental Fiction from the Columbia Scholastic Press Association.

Phyllis S. Porche
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GI ass Eyes
C. S. E. Cooney

Approach thou like the rugged Russian bear,
The arm'd rhinoceros, or the Hyrcan tiger;
Take any shape but that. and my firm nerves
Shall never tremble: or be alive again,
And dare me to the desert with my sword .
Macbeth, Act Ill, Scene IV

I MET THE TIGER IN THE HOUSE WITH THE ANIMAL HEADS. THE HOUSE
be longs to some cousins of my nana, who isn't really related to me at all, as she is my
late paternal grandfather's second wife. They were strange people, my nana's cousins,
living all the way out on Tatum Boulevard where it is more desert than city. It's obscure.
You wouldn't consider it Phoenix proper anymore. Take the 117 North to the 101 East;
exit on Tatum, head left past Desert Ridge Mall, and all of a sudden, everything goes
elite. Town-homes and time-shares and condos stagger up the mountainside in tiers and
layers, wedding cakes shaped like ancient palaces. Tiled roofs curve smoothly, graceful
as pottery. A cynica l city eye, expecting green lawns and palm trees and sidewalks of
cement , blinks, burning, to see jumping cacti and tall, wild saguaro instead.
Nana's cousins' house was bigger than the others we'd seen on the drive up.
When we first spotted it at the dead end of the cul-de-sac, my mother and father both
tried to guess how much it cost.
"Half a million ," said my father.
" Half?" And my mother laughed. "One million at least ."
It was almost four in the afternoon and the lines of light were long. Where
the sun fell on the white stucco walls, the house turned to streaky gold. The painted
wooden shutters and brick walkway and wide double doors were of a blunt and earthy
red. On one door there was a bronze knocker like a grinning coyote, and on the other,
the hunchback Kokopelli.
Both shapes did something to my stomach, turned it around or twisted it, but
I didn't tell my parents, because they would say that's what I get for reading in the car.
I followed them up the sandstone steps to the porch, dragging my feet and scowling
at the brass ornaments. Then the heavy door swung out, and Nana was behind the
screen, shouldering it open, beaming and chattering and ready to embrace us all.
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I should have smiled at her. That would have been polite. No, I should have
thrown back my head and howled , and beat my chest with my fists and danced an
eagle dance . But I didn't know about the tiger then, or what I would have to do. I
submitted to being smothered in Nana's bosom and bussed and chucked and clucked
over, and I'm afraid my expression was not quite as gracious as a grimace.
"Querida!" she said to me. "You've grown so much!"
I couldn't tell if she approved of this or not. Most days, I sure didn't. My thirteenth
birthday had been ominous. There were pimples involved . And a serious, mother-todaughter chat, never once during which my mother and I looked each other in the face.
It was a tacos and tamales Thanksgiving. That part was tradition. Like
spending Thanksgivings with Nana was tradition, while we spend Christmases with
my grandma Dorothy and Easters with Marma, my mother's mother. What wasn't
traditional was the venue. Before that night, we'd never met Nana's cousins, or been
to their big house .
I guess Nana had invited us out there because her cousins had invited her.
She'd been lonely since Tata died. I don't know why. He died back in February, and
Nana always had friends around, and she talked to a lot of priests and played bingo
on Tuesday nights. But she told my father that having Thanksgiving at her house
would make her sad.
We moved from the front hallway, where we met everyone, to the dining room,
where we met more of everyone. Nana must have had several dozen cousins, and they
were all twice her age at least, which put them in their hundred-thirties. Old peopleeven rich old people-have a certain smell . Although I'm sure rich old people smell
different from the poor ones, the way a spider web spun in a moldering basement
might smell different from a spider web spun outdoors, among roses.
There is nothing abnormal about my behavior. Except for when Gene is home,
I am always quiet. Gene hasn't been home for a year. I don't want to talk about that.
I'll talk some more about the people who owned the house.
Apparently, Nana's cousins are very rich, and very well-traveled, and they're
all as old as Anasazi ruins. They pretend they can't talk American and try to make
me sing Spanish love songs with them, even though I can't speak the language,
and am taking French this year to spite both of my parents, who can. And it's not
because they were born that way-I told you Nana isn't related. My mother's people
were Italian. My father's, your basic British Isles type. Only my parents had studied
Spanish in school for years. College, too.
I have since learned the lyrics to one of the songs they tried to force down my
throat.
De co/ores, de co/ores se visten los campos en la primavera.
De co/ores, de co/ores son los pajaritos que vienen de afuera.
De co/ores, de co/ores es el area iris que vemos lucir. .
Nana's cousins laugh too much , and they sing all the time with their
guitars. I think Gene would like them, because they're loud. Gene is loud, too.
Much louder now that he has become a United States Marine, and much less
clever. Before he was a Marine, he knew enough Spanish to curse but always
refused to teach me, because even then he was a stupid idiot and I hated him.
He's not with us this Thanksgiving. He's overseas. Being a Marine, he doesn't
have much cargo space left in his skull, so he's probably forgotten his Spanish
and has now learned how to curse in Korean, which would be just like him.
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I wonder if I will see Nana's cousins next year. I wonder if they will tease me
and try to make me sing again or if they will be afraid, for now I have met the tiger and
am changed. Nana , being Nana, didn't participate in the mob effort to force me to
sing. She knows I don't like to be looked at. especially by strangers. Since I couldn't
curse at them in their own language, making them leave me alone in such terms even
rich, old, crazy, cackling people can understand, I tried to seek out a quiet place to
read instead. Reading is a private and antisocial activity. The kind of activity I prefer.
I was just about to get on with it, squashed into a corner behind a couch, when
my mother interrupted. She has an uncanny sense about these things.
"Phyllis, have you washed your hands?"
I sighed. Standing up again, I slid Zombie Lover under my waistband and
headed for the kitchen. It was hotter there than in the den or the dining room because
of all the cooking food. It was also the most crowded . I squeezed through the throngs
of Nana's cousins to get to the kitchen sink. I think one of them patted my butt. I didn't
like that. And I didn 't like the closeness and the noise-but I was very forbearing,
because more than anything, I don't like asking directions to the bathroom. Especially
from pseudo-relations who look sly when I attempt to communicate with them.
I dried my hands, keeping my head down. As I was hanging up the dishtowel,
Nana waylaid me.
"Querida, will you take the tortillas?"
I received the covered basket. It was warm in my hands . Nana regarded me
with her warm brown eyes-I always suspected Tata left Grandma Dorothy because
of Nana 's eyes-and pecked me on the cheek. She smelled of creosote and wet corn
flour. This is how the whole city smells before a rainstorm.
I smiled at her, or what passed fo r a smile on my face, which didn't seem to
want to stretch that way these days. She gave me another, sadder smooch and sent
me and the tortillas on our way.
Dinner was difficult. I was teased. I escaped as soon as possible, telling Nana
I was tired and asking if there was a room where I could nap until it was time to leave.
Nodding, Nana turned from me. A rapid conversation in Spanish ensued . I suppose
that she was asking the woman at the head of the table about an available room . The
woman was Nana's oldest cousin and the smallest of all of them . I was taller than she
is and I'm not tall.
The oldest cousin glanced from Nana to me and leered. Her eyes were made
out of skin folds. She asked someth in g.
I told her stubbornly, "I just want to lie down somewhere."
The whole table snickered. Finally, one of the younger cousins rose and
beckoned to me. The only way I knew he was younger was that he didn't require a
cane to walk and his hair was more gray than white. He led me again through the hot
kitchen, and then into a large laundry room with industrial-sized washers and driers.
It sme ll ed of fabric softener here, and sweet lint . There was a large walk-in cupboard,
which we entered, and at the back of the cupboard, there was a small door. At a
touch , it swung open onto a narrow staircase. I couldn't help myself. I gasped.
"Is it a secret?" I asked the old man.
"Es so lamente una esca/era," he told me, but he was smiling.
I stepped through the doorway. For a brief second, I felt his hand on the small
of my back, urging me up the first step. I don't know if I liked that . I could still fee l the
cool, fragile fingers long after he shut the door behind me.
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The stairway led up three flights. I could have turned off onto the second or
third floor, but I kept climbing. I wasn't really tired; I just wanted to get as far away
from the dining room as possible. Nana's cousins were old; they wouldn't climb up
after me. Gene would, if he were here. I was glad he wasn't here. The door at the top
of the stairs opened into a hallway. There were no light bulbs I could see. It was very
dim. On my right, the wall was flat, without any doors . On my left, there were two
doors, and one of them was locked. I turned the second handle .
Gold spilled into my eyes.
At the end of a long, rectangular room was a tiny, round window like a porthole,
high above the floor. It was the only immediate source of light. On the other side of
the glass, the sky had been beaten into gold. This was the light that dazzled my eyes.
Sheets of gold covered the ceiling, the walls were gold-plated, the floor was gilded.
The air was full of golden wings and from the golden walls, strangest of all, stared a
thousand terrible eyes.
I was not afraid. Walls with eyes. I had heard of walls with ears, but never with
eyes. Rooms that listened, but never rooms that looked. I'd never had a room look at
me before .
I stepped inside the door. The last of the rich old Iight was fast sin king, retreating,
receding back through the rounded window, leaving bare wooden floorboards and
whitewashed walls. Covering this peeling surface were dozens and dozens of animal
heads. Hunting trophies. Triumphs of taxidermy. From these stuffed and mounted
heads, the glass eyes stared. They did not seem terrible now, now in the new twilight,
now that the gold was gone, now that I knew what they were. They were no longer
terrible or even tragic. Just watching, in a dusty sort of way.
There were boar heads, bear heads, heads of gazelle and stag and antelope
and moose. There were hawks and owls and falcons and eagles suspended from the
ceiling by wires. These were the wings I had seen. There was an ornamental brick
fireplace. Inside this, a great tangle of tusks had been piled, as though for kindling. A
lopsided rhino's head was propped against the fireplace mantel, and over this hung a
saber and its scabbard. They crossed each other, like the symbol on the Jolly Roger.
On the floor, there were two stools made of elephant legs, a rocking horse
made of a real pony, two monkeys, a bird the color of emeralds, with a trailing green
tail, a ruby breast, and neck feathers of the bluest blue. Also, there was a low couch
flung over with zebra skins.
But best of all-better than the bonfire! Better than Zombie Lover-there was,
reclining on the couch as if for a post-lunch nap, an enormous tiger. Stuffed, of course.
But so life-like! Its black-banded, sienna-yellow-ochre fur emitted its own light, like
a dying fire . The tiger lay stiffly, and seemed to be looking right at me, its icy amber
eyes bright in the turquoise air. I loved it best, so I saved it for last.
On tiptoe, I began a more thorough, hands-on inspection of the room. At
first, I kept my hands clasped behind my back, like I was taught to do as a young
child upon entering museums or shops. I got braver as I went on. Soon, I was tapping
on glass eyes, and stroking the emerald feathers of the quetzal (that's what the bird
was called; the cage display was labeled), and the elephant toenails, and the tails of
monkeys. One was a macaque, the other a pygmy mouse lemur, from Madagascar.
After this, I crouched beside the fireplace to smooth my palms against the shafts of
ivory. This gave me a peculiar feeling, as though my thighs were heavy and my head
weightless. Involuntarily, I sighed.
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Then, the tiger spoke. "Is it ivory you desire, my dark one?"
I didn't have to turn around to know it was the tiger. There is no mistaking
a tiger's speaking voice. It's violent and rusty and rumbles out deep from a hollow
place, like a djinn that's been dammed, dimmed, jammed in an old tin can.
I dropped the tusk and leapt to my feet, reaching above the rhino's head on the
mantle to snatch the saber from the wall . Only when I was armed did I turn around. The
tiger was laughing. The tiger's laughter was more fatal to me than his words had been.
"You are odd," it told me. He told me. He was definitely a he. "But you know
that already."
I said, biting out the words, "You. Just. Stay. Right. Where. You. Are."
In response, he slid off his zebra skins bonelessly, and stretched. His black
claws made an awful sound on the bare wood. Then he said, "Make me," and began
moving in on me.
I grasped the saber tighter and took a deep breath. That was a mistake,
because I could smell him. After smelling all the old people downstairs, the onions
and the Spanish poetry that lingered on their breath, their musty underarms and agesaturated clothes, the tiger was intoxicating. He smelled of the veldt, dry grasses,
open skies, a quivering heat on the corners of everything. I had never been where he
had come from. I never wanted anything so much as I wanted, right then, to go.
"Go where?" he asked me .
"Anywhere," I said. "Anywhere but here."
And then he pounced. I wasn't ready. I don't think you can be ready for a tiger
to leap on you. But I had the saber, held out in front of me, and I was holding on pretty
hard. And though the sheer, thundering force of the tiger knocked the blade from my
grip, it did not go flying away, skittering across the floorboards to come to a clanking
stop at the elephant feet, without doing any damage.
The tiger's cry was like a wound itself. He twisted his body from mine at the
last moment, and fell on his side. The white fur of his underbelly sowed, and wet red
upon the white.
"That," he told me, "was not necessary."
I was sorry for him, but I said, "Oh, I think it was."
Then he laughed a little, and I squatted, looking at him.
"Is it deep?" I asked.
"The deepest." His voice had dropped into a low growl, a tiger whisper. Until
that moment, I had been cool. Now I began to sweat.
"Can I get you a Band-Aid?" I asked, trying to keep my voice firm. Tigers like
control.
"No," he said. "We lick our wounds clean." He tried to do this, but fell slack
again, with a deep sigh. "It hurts too much. I shall have to bleed to death. Again."
His blood did not smell like blood but of spices. Nutmeg, cardamom, cloves,
turmeric. Garlic, ginger, chili powder. A liquid heat, a feast. I hadn't eaten much at
dinner. I like tacos, and tamales are OK, but not when I'm surrounded by strangers
who are all laughing at me. The tiger wasn't laughing now. He wasn't even breathing.
He was simply watching. The whole room was watching.
"OK," I told him. "OK. Just this once."
And I started crawling towards him.
The wooden floor scraped my knees. I felt the splinters going in. It was
completely dark in the room now, except for the tiger, who was like a thing of embers,
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and for the bone-fire, which had begun to glow a pallid blue. For one wild moment, I
wondered if the door was locked, if I should get up and lock it, and lock the door to
the stairway, too, and the door at the bottom of the stairs, to make sure no one would
come up, especially not my mother. Above all, she mustn't see me do what I was
about to do to the tiger.
But my mouth was watering now, and the look in the tiger's eyes, laziness
and anguish and triumph, drew me on and on, until I was kneeling with my forehead
pressed against one of his flanks, my mouth an inch from his open wound. As I began
to lap up his blood with my tongue, the tiger began singing. His singing voice was a
frenzied, fearsome combination of his laughter, his speaking voice and, perhaps, an
avalanche .
"De co/ores, de co/ores se vis ten /os campos en la primavera."
I lapped and lic ked and sucked and swallowed and wept silently into his fur.
His fur was rough, but a good rough, and the skin beneath smelled strong and sweet,
like aloe and the wild daisies that grow in Africa. His fur felt hotter than his blood in
my mouth, but what I swallowed went through me like a flash flood.
"De co/ores, de co/ores son lo parajitos que vienen de afuera."
Under the lollings and rollings of my tongue, his wound began to close. I was
tempted to use my teeth to keep it open. I licked and licked until his fur grew back,
until I was licking fur, and had to rear back my head and spit.
"De co/ores, de co/ores es el area iris que vemos lucir.
And then, as abruptly as before, he rolled over on top of me. His forepaws
pinned down my shoulders, and his hind legs pressed down on my thighs. His claws
were retracted, but he was very heavy, and I couldn't breathe. His whiskers tickled
my face. Hi s breath smelled of the desert. Nor faraway deserts, but my desert, of
creosote and mesquite and calliandra. My mouth was still watering. He licked me
once. on my cheek. Hi s tongue rasped like sharkskin.
"What if .. ." I panted.
But he licked me a second time. On the other side of my face. Where he licked,
I felt my new fur rise. A facemask of orange bands and black.
"What if my mother comes in ... ?"
He laughed and kept licking. He licked his stripes onto my face, and down my
neck, and on my arms, which were bare, because I was wearing a tank top. Then , as
gently as if he were rolling a rag doll or a dead gazelle, he turned me over, nuzzled up
my shirt, and began licking down my back, my shoulder blades, my ribs, the upper
swells of my hips, tugging down my shorts with the tips of his claws, to lick and lick
and lick at the base of my spine. And that's when my tail began to grow.
It happened very fast. It stopped when it was two and a half feet long. It had a
white tip and a life of its own. It lifted and wound itself around the tiger's neck, flicking
his ear. He nipped it. gently.
"How am I supposed to hide that?" I demanded breathlessly. "How can I
explain?"
What the tiger did then, I cannot say. But I stopped talking.
When it was over, we lay sprawled against each other, limbs limp and heavy.
He was purring, a sound that shattered my bones. After a while, I knew the trick, and
I began purring too.
"What time is it?" I asked.
"You ask the oddest questions," the tiger said.
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"But I have to go soon," I told him.
"I know."
We regarded each other in the weird, blue, bone light. The walls regarded us .
In the end, we decided it was best if we each gave up one of our eyes. He would
wear mine, and I would wear his, and ifwe wanted, we could close our original eye and
look only through the eye of the other. He would see the cafeteria of my high school ,
the boy who played a saxophone in the band who didn't know I existed , the frog I
was cutting open in biology, the bathroom mirror, as I was try ing to memorize myself
before I changed again. I would see this room as it had always been, and would be
until the last of Nana's cousins died. Bones in the fireplace, heads on the walls, a
couch covered in zebra skins. A room full of watchful dead creatures, brightly colored .
And that's the room I would remember at night, when I was lonely and full of longing,
and the house was asleep.
I heard my mother start calling me a little after midnight.
I didn't kiss him goodbye. You can't kiss tigers goodbye. But I gave him a playful
nip on the ear, and he swatted me with his paw, his tail lashing in irritation. He glared
at me balefully, mournfully, out of my own eye, and I ran from the room. The hallway
was completely dark, but I could see in the dark now-out of one eye , at least-and I
ran down it easily, and down the stairs , and back into the laundry room, and kitchen,
and dining room , which was empty. Everyone , all of Nana's cousins and Nana had
gathered in the front hall to say goodbye. My mother and father were framed inside
the open doorway, between Kokopelli and Coyote.
"What's wrong with your eye?" my father asked.
"Why do you have a tail?" asked my mother.
Before I could answer, Nana crushed me in a hug, exclaiming how much she
loved me, and how she hoped she would see me again soon . Then , all of her cousins
did the same, embracing me one by one. I found I didn't mind the way they smelled
anymore . It made my mouth water slightly and my body hunger, but I didn't shy away.
Besides, once they were holding me, I could see their faces up close. Nana's cunning
cousins, dozens and dozens. They were all grinning and smiling, old and sly. And each
of them had one glass eye.

Note: This story was first published in Hair Trigger 29 (2007). It won first place in
Experimental Fiction from the Columbia Scholastic Press Association.
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Recent Work from Selected Alumni
"One could travel to the ends of the earth and
never cease seeing how clever people are."
-John Schu ltz

There's an exhilaration seeing your name in print, knowing that your
hard work, from that initial draft through gut-wrenching rewrites,
coupled with that haunting feeling every writer goes through-i.e., "will
people like what I wrote, let alone read it?"-has paid off. In that sense,
Hair Trigger really prepared me for the tough racket that is the world of
book publication-the hard work it took to get the words right, coupled
with the joy of seeing my name-and my writing-published in the gold
standard for student writing nationwide. As a student in the Columbia
College Fiction Writing program, I aspired to be included in this illustriou s
publication. Looking back, I see the roots of my book writing career in
the many Story Workshop ® classes I took, and then within the pages of
Hair Trigger.

-Arnie Bernstein

188

Hair Trigger 40

Bath Massa cre: The First
Schoo l Bomb ing (excerpt)
Arnie Bernstein

PROLOGUE: APRIL 16, 2007
The morning of April 16, 2007 dawned clear and bright over central Michigan.
In Dewitt, a small town about 20 miles from the state capital of Lansing, 96-yearold Willis Cressman woke at his usual time, ate breakfast, then puttered around
the house . A lifelong resident of the area. Cressman lived a good long life. Born in
1911, he'd grown up in the nearby town of Bath. Before retiring, he was a jack-of-alltrades. In various phases of life, he'd worked on road crews. farmed, and operated an
excavation business. A veteran of World War II , he was one of the many brave soldiers
who hit Anzio Beach on January 22, 1944. He never forgot that day and all the shells
exploding around him. Yet Anzio wasn't the first time Cressman was in the midst of
deadly explosions.
In her home on the outskirts of nearby Bath, Josephine Cushman Vail, a woman
just a few months shy of her 94th birthday, was beginning her morning as well. Vail
and Cressman were old schoolmates. first as students in a one-room schoolhouse
during the 1910s and then in a larger consolidated school in the 1920s. Those days
held fond memories of classroom accomplishmen ts, athletic and social events.
friends, and a sense of community.
Cressman and Vail had other recollections of the Bath Consolidated School:
the events that unfolded on May 18, 1927. That day was something they never wanted
anyone else to experience.

About the time Cressman and Vail began their mornings, Seung-H ui Cho, a 23-yearold student at Virginia Tech, located in Blacksburg, Virginia, started his day. At 7:15
a.m ., he entered West Ambler Johnston Hall, an on-campus dormitory, barged into the
room of Emily Hilscher, a 19-year-old freshman, then shot her and 22-year-old senior
Ryan C. Clark, the resident advisor for the floor, who happened to be in Hilscher's
room. Both were dead at the scene.
Cho returned to his room in another dorm, changed clothes, deleted his campus
email, and removed the hard drive from his computer. As he walked through campus,
another student saw Cho hurl what looked like a hard drive and a mobile phone into a
pond.
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Just before nine, one hour and 45 minutes after murdering Hilscher and Clark,
Cho went to the local post office to mail a package addressed to NBC News in New
York City. He was lugging a hefty backpack filled with chains and locks, a knife and a
hammer, and two pistols. Cho had also stowed 19 ten- and fifteen-round magazines
and nearly four hundred bullets in the backpack.
He returned to campus and entered Norris Hall, where several classrooms
and the university's Engineering Science and Mechanics program were located. Cho
methodically removed the chains and locks from his backpack and fastened them
to the building's three main doors, effectively cutting off any attempt to enter or exit
Norris. Once the entranceways were sealed tight, Cho left a note. It said any attempt
to break the chains would result in an explosion.
Cho walked up to the second floor, then poked his head inside a classroom.
One person who saw him, Erin Sheehan, believed Cho was a student who didn't know
what room his class was in. Strange, Sheehan thought, that someone should be lost
on campus so late in the semester.
Downstairs, a faculty member discovered Cho's handiwork on the doors.
He read the note. Although he didn't know about the earlier shootings, the teacher
instantly realized something terrible was unfolding at Virginia Tech .
Cho entered room 206 and unleashed his firepower. The shooting spree
continued in rooms 207, 204, and 211 . There was gunfire. Screams. Students
fleeing, knocking into each other, desperate. Blood, bodies, and bullet shells littered
the classrooms. In just nine minutes, Cho fired at least 174 rounds.
He then pointed one of the guns at his head and pulled the trigger.
The package he sent to NBC contained a videotape prepared a few weeks
earlier. It was Cho's last message to the world. Killers, he declared, are made, forced
into desperate acts by others, not born.
The news of the Virginia Tech massacre quickly spread. Cable stations broke
into regular coverage, filling television screens across the country with stumbling
facts, scraps of information, and some speculation as to what was going on at Virginia
Tech. In total, Cho murdered 27 students and five teachers before killing himself.
His actions were declared one of the worst acts of school violence in recent
years. It was bigger than the shootings at Columbine High School in Colorado, where
two students killed 12 peers, one teacher, and themselves.
In Dewitt, Cressman felt something ache deep inside his soul. Vail's thoughts
turned to her long-dead sibling, Ralph. Had he lived, her baby brother would now be
87 years old.
Across the nation people shook their heads and wondered what was becoming
of their country. Since the Columbine shootings of April 20, 1999 (almost eight
years to the day). there had been unease about safety in schools. Just six months
earlier a disturbed individual walked into an Amish one-room schoolhouse in rural
Pennsylvania, murdered five little girls, and shot himself. That same week there were
school shootings at Platte Canyon High School in Bailey, Colorado and Weston High
School in Cazenovia, Wisconsin. Virginia Tech was the twenty-fifth school shooting in
the United States since 2006.
Comparisons between Virginia Tech and Columbine were inevitable. These
horrors were described as the two deadliest school shootings in American history.
There was a minor footnote to some news stories about the Virginia Tech
massacre. Newspapers, Internet sites, and television reports provided painfully long
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lists of the "worst school massacres ." At the bottom of these rolls was a brief mention
of a 1927 incident at a school in Bath, Michigan.
To Cressman and Vail, Virginia Tech replayed a pattern so terribly familiar. A
care fully laid out plan. The mailing of a package. A mass killing of students. A spectacular
suicide . Here it was in April 2007, yet the scenario was so similar.
It was like what William Faulkner once wrote about history, that the past isn't
dead. It isn't even the past. Cho was mere ly repeating something Cressman and Vail
had borne witness to decades before. On May 19, 2007, just a month away, it would
be 80 years since the "incident" now considered a footnote. Cressman and Vail were
survivors of that day, the first school massacre in modern American history.

At first glance, Cressman and Vail's hometown of Bath looks like a place where nothing
bad could happen. Located about 12 miles from the Michigan state capital of Lansing,
Bath has that Al l-American feeling to it-a quintessenti al small town steeped in good
midwestern values . Bath itself has physically changed over the years, but its essential
character has prevailed throughout the decades . In the spring it is alive with green .
The town was founded as a farming community with corn and soybeans being the
major crops. Sugar beets, which dwindled in popularity through the years, are making
a comeback. There's also a dairy farm in the area, home to a large herd of Holsteins.
In recent years farmlands have been transformed into housing subdivisions and
condominium complexes. The old Kehoe place, west of the town center, was at one
point being developed for condos, though these plans fe ll through. The land ceased
to be a farm in 1927 and lay fallow for years. No one wanted to touch it.
There are two main roads in Bath, Webster and Clark (fo rmerly known as
Gunnisonville), which intersect at the town's center. An elementary school and
midd le school are located near the crossroads; the high school is a short walk from
these facilities. Schools in the Bath region were originally old-fashione d one-room
schoolhouse s. In 1922 the district school system brought together this diffuse
network in a single building for kindergartne rs through high school seniors. Today's
trio of schoo l buildings were constructed in the post-World War II era after the James
Couzens Agricultural School-orig inally dedicated in 1928 and named after the
senator who he lped fund the bui lding-fina ll y out lived its usefulness.
Across the street from the elementary and middle schools is a public park built
on the site of the old school. The James Couzens Memorial Park is a sort of community
catchall. It's a wonderful place to relax, play with the kids, read a book, walk the dog.
At the center of the park is a white wooden tower, the original cupola from the
roof of the Bath Consolidated School. It rises from the greens with sad elegance, a
wooden vestige of what once stood on this land. A sign posted on the cupola te lls the
structure's history. At the foot of the cupola is a brick pathway with names etched into
42 of the stones-man y of them Cressman's and Vail's childhood friends. Vail's kid
brother, "Ralph A. Cushman," is honored with a brick. Just beyond this is a marker,
erected by the state of Michigan in 1992, exp laining the park 's significance. Kittycorner from this marker is a boulder with a large plaque bolted to the stone face. The
plaque lists the names of 38 children and four adults. The names of two other adults
are conspicuous by their absence .
South of the park is more greenery, the grounds and trees of Pleasant Hill
Cemetery. The graveyard dates back to the late 19th ce ntury and pretty much everyone
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in town is related to someone buried there. Mothers and fathers, daughters and sons,
grandpare nts and grandchild ren-gener ations bound by silence-re st together under
family headstone s . Pleasant Hill is well named . Its meditative stillness is broken only
by the occasional sound of a passing car, the call of birds, or the noise of children
wafting along the wind from the schools down Webster Road.
Wandering through the cemetery one sees a pattern emerging from the
headstone s. Emilie Marian Bromandt, 1916-1927 . Robert E. Bromandt, 1914-1927 .
Floyd E. Burnett, 1914-1927 . Russell J. Chapman, 1918-1927 . Ralph A. Cushman,
1919-1927 . Katherine Foote, 1916-1927 . Galen Lyle Harte, 1914-1927 . Lavere
Robert Harte, 1917-1927 . Stanley Harte, 1915-1927 . Doris Elaine Johns, 1918-1927 .
James Emerson Medcoff, 1918-1927 . Emma Nickols, 1914-1927 . Richard Dibble
Richardson, 1914-1927 . Pauline M. Shirts, 1916-1927 . Harold LeMoyne Woodman,
1918-1927 . They are scattered like delicate leaves throughou t the cemetery, these
headstone s of children all sharing the 1927 date. These childhoods , so abruptly
ended, still whisper through Bath like the muted song of a mournful choir.
May 18, 1927 started out as a perfect spring day, the air freshly scrubbed by
the night's rain and fragrant with flowers. Within a few hours the smell of lilacs in
bloom was overtaken by the stench of smoke and dynamite, flame and blood . The
north wing of the Bath Consolidat ed School was in ruins, destroyed from beneath by
carefully planted explosives. A second blast left the hulking remains of a Ford truck at
the school entrance. Thirty-six children and two teachers died in the initial blast; the
Ford explosion killed two adult bystander s and another child, as well as the school
superinten dent . One child hung on for three months before dying from her injuries.
Fifty-eight children and adults were injured.
To the west of the school, a farmhouse and surroundin g buildings on the
property were reduced to smoking embers. The next day, tied to a cart near the
henhouse, authorities found the charred remains of a body, too badly burned to
determine its gender but assumed by the overall circumstan ces to be a woman. A
stenciled sign posted on a fence at the edge of the farm read: "Criminals Are Made,
Not Born ."
Another man died when the Ford truck exploded. He was the owner of the
burned farm. His final moments of life were a spectacula r act of murder-su icide that
capped his destructio n of the school and farm. Andrew P. Kehoe was the dead man's
name, and everyone in Bath knew who he was.
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Hair Trigger published "Glass Eyes" close to the end of my college career,
but before my first pro sale. I'd been writing and submitting short stories
to the market since I was eighteen, and I was, at that point, twenty-five.
Having a story in Hair Trigger was a credit to my byline and a boost
to my morale, and I felt like I'd joined a long conversation of emerging
artists making their upward ascent.
-C. S. E. Cooney
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The Breaker Queen

(e x cerpt)

C. S. E. Cooney

PART ONE: ELLI OT
Elliot Howell considered the glittering company about to assemble for dinner
below and sighed.
Even in his best jacket, a blue velvet smoking jacket that was the pride of
his wardrobe, he would be shabby by comparison. His fair hair needed cutting and
combing, and his trousers were shiny at the knees and showed his clumsy darning
besides.
Charles "Chaz" Mal lister had already jostled him on his way downstairs, lightly
teasing, "Nice threads, Professor. So very last century! You merely lack the antique
lace at your throat and cuffs. By the by, old boy, you've a bit of pigment on your nose."
With one of his odd winks that never failed to make Elliot feel both comp li cit
and oblivious to the source of his compl icity, Chaz pushed ahead and clattered on
down the stairs. His glossy white shoes rapped against the rosy marble like pistol
shots. One end of his ascot, yellow polka dots on bright apricot silk, f luttered over
his shoulder. It looked as though it wanted to fly off and float gently to the floor of
the main hall far below-to be swept up by some knight errant, perhaps, for use as a
favor-but an emerald pin the size of a crocodile's eye kept it firmly attached to Chaz's
person.
"Braying jackass," someone muttered.
Elliot, thinking he had done so, was shocked at his lack of charity.
"I rather like him," he answered mildly. Then, "Sometimes," before he could
stop himself. That last word, the unk ind word, echoed down the staircase.
Elliot winced. An oft-repeated complaint he had from his pupils was that he was
too soft-spoken. Speak up, Professor Howell! they'd write in their student evaluations.
But the walls of Breaker House-a house that had more rooms on one floor, it seemed,
than his old dorm building-always caught on whispers and hyperbolized them.
"You're too good for this world, Howell," the original voice responded. "Carefulshow a little claw, or the Gentry will carry you off and devour you like candy."
Elliot's mouth twitched as he turned to look up at his friend. At least he would
not be the only shabby one at dinner; Gideon Alderwood's narrow, ascetic face was
irritable as he shrugged himself into a frayed tuxedo jacket. There was a ripping
sound as the rotted silk lining inside tore . Elliot leaned against the banister, watching.
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"I hate this devil monkey suit," Gideon said. "Proposing we inaugurate a
tradition of dining in our bathing drawers is the only sensible suggestion Chaz
Mallister has ever made. Of course, he was nine at the time, and not yet grown out of
his good sense."
Elliot shrugged. "Before my time then. I never met any of you lot till Uni."
Gideon pushed a dark tangle of curls off his brow. "Pity, that. Chaz was just
about bearable back then. I wonder, was that before or after I.... "
He trailed off, brow pinched, lips pressed to fishing-line thinness. "How
can you be sure of anything I say, Howell? I could be lying. Or mistaking dream for
remembrance. The Desdemonster has a better memory about childhood matters.
Best ask her."
Elliot studied Gideon's tailcoat with an artist's appreciative eye. He did not
know which he preferred: the stark simplicity of Gideon's black-on-black attire or
Chaz's extravagant green pinstripes, apricot scarf, and pomaded red hair. He wished
to sketch a study of both men, side by side. An image of Gideon in black armor, wearing
the apricot ascot as a favor, galloped across his vision. He sucked back a smile.
On closer inspection, Elliot noticed a streak as white as pigeon soil marring
Gideon's lapel. He leaned closer, scraping at it with his finger. Gideon glanced down,
long-suffering.
"Grooming me, are you? How positively primatical. Will you eat what you find?"
"Horned Lords take you," Elliot said affably. "I wouldn't have to groom you if
you'd remember to wash."
"Says the man with a streak ofvermillion up his nostril." Gideon rubbed one long
forefinger, still coated in clay, against his thumb. He held out his arms and stared down
the length of his sleeves, smudged in several places with white prints. For whatever
reason, this tickled his unpredictable sense of humor. One half of his thin mouth
dragged itself up.
"Well, Howell," Gideon said, pleased, "if people insist on interrupting my work
with their little dinner parties, the least I can do is bring a bit of it with me."
A half-smile from Gideon was about as resistible as a riptide. Returning it, Elliot
asked, "Why accept Miss Mannering's invitation to Breaker House if you'd prefer to be
back in your garret sculpting?"
Gideon grimaced slightly. "As to that."
"Yes?"
"Miss Mannering's mama, Mrs. Mannering-or should I say, 'Dear Aunt
Tracy'?- told Cousin Desdemona that if she did not lure me down to Breaker House
for this week-long natal fete, she would furnish my address to the daughters of her
five closest friends, inform them they had an open invitation to watch me work, and
that I'm always looking for models."
His dark eyes, which left anyone who fell under their scrutiny fried and dazzled,
as though lightning-struck, narrowed.
Elliot laughed outright. "So you're determined to misbehave?"
Gideon flapped a slender, clay-crusted hand. "I don't care enough for that. As
long as the Desdemonster doesn't make me play tennis, and leaves me afternoons
for working, I will make an effort at mealtimes. At least," he amended, "dinners. But I'll
be damned, Howell, damned and tithed to the King of Goblins on his ever-darkening
throne, if I have to choke down port and cigars afterward, forced to endure H. H.'s
politics and Chaz Mallister's ascot."
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"No," Elliot agreed, "let's sneak out to the pub instead . We'll drink summer
ales. Take Ana with us. Poor girl. She'll be about ready to escape Miss Mannering by
dessert, I'd wager."
The remnants of Gideon's half-smile vanished. A stony storm front slammed
over his face, and he growled, "Analise Field should not be here."
"She's your next door neighbor," Elliot pointed out patiently, not for the first
time that week. "You practically live in each other's pockets. She brings you soup
when you're sick. You got her first novel published."
"She doesn't belong at Breaker House."
Elliot shook his head. "You know, Alderwood, sometimes . . you're a worse
snob than your cousin Desdemona."
Grumbling unintelligibly, Gideon preceded Elliot at a stomp down the steps.

Breaker House had so many branching corridors, so many doors opening into halls
with still more doors, that Elliot, whose reluctance to attend another of Desdemona
Mannering's formal dinners made him more slow-footed even than usual, lost sight of
Gideon. Then he lost his way altogether.
He found the billiard room, with its green-felted table the size of his entire
efficiency apartment. and a monstrous clock on the mantel shaped to look like the
Sacrifice of the Hunter God. He found the morning room , all done up in ivory brocade,
ivory velvet, and ivory knickknacks enough to evince the doom of a thousand
elephants. He found the music room, stuffed to the rafters with gilded harmonium,
the grandest of all grand pianos, concert harp, and delicate couches. Eventually, he
found the library. And a maid.
"I am glad to see you!" Elliot exclaimed.
He blushed in confusion when the maid looked up sharply, the wine she was
about to decant splashing onto the glass-topped table. His first, too-quick impression
of her face left him bewildered-as when, succumbing to an afternoon's nap, he woke
confused to the fullness of night, mistaking the moonlight for dawn.
She glanced down again, smiling slightly. Possibly at his expression. Immediately,
Elliot's feet doubled in size, his tongue swelled up like a pustule, sweat sprang from
his pores, and he very much worried that, any second now, he would burst into a rash
of pimples like a teenager.
"Seven Hells," Elliot swore. Then, a renewed blush scorching him, "Sorry. Miss."
He began to cross the room, tripped on the edge of a carpet, righted himself.
The maid looked over her shoulder again, met his eyes, and raised her hand in a
gesture that was like a mother soothing a fretting child.
The anxiety in Elliot's chest eased. He straightened his shoulders and managed
to say with creditable fluency, "Sorry for the spill, I mean. For startling you. And for
swearing."
Approaching the table, he leaned over and sopped up the spilled wine with the
blue velvet sleeve of his evening jacket. "There!" he pronounced. "All better."
The maid laid her hand on his wet arm. "Boy. You should not have done so ."
Unlike Gideon, Chaz, and almost everyone else in this house with the exception
of Analise, Elliot did not have any experience with household servants. But his general
impression was that they did not go around calling their employers' houseguests
"boy" in voices like, like ..
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Her voice was deep. It was the color of his sleeve, the color of the spilled wine . It
was blue velvet wine and wine-dark brine and a horn blowing far out at sea. Despite her
words, she seemed pleased at his impulsive action.
"No matter." Elliot willed her to look up at him again. "I bought this jacket for
a dollar at the flea market by the University. It must be ancient, don't you think?
Smelled awful too. Mothballs. Mildew. You name it. But I'd fallen in love with the
color, you see. I generally only encounter this co lor in my favorite paintings. So I wrote
my mother and she advised me to hang it out my window for as many sunny days as
Seafall was willing to provide. And it worked!"
"Yes," said the maid, with a firam nod . "That is it exactly. I had wondered, but
now I know. You smell like sunlight."
Her nostrils flared as she drew in a great inhalation. Elliot sketched her in his
mind, extrapolating from the curve of her cheekbone, the tip of her nose, the line
of her chin. But the sketch twisted and shifted and changed even as he imagined
it-from a woman to a fawn to a lioness to a hare to a mare to a wolf. Something wild.
Something wary. Something with a wide-bridged nose he wished to stroke two fingers
down.
But the maid did not seem wary when she cocked her head to one side, lifted
her chin, and peered up at him through the tangle of her eyelashes.
She was t in y, he realized, but also bristlingly full somehow, like wool sparking
with static. Her hair was hidden beneath her mobcap, but her eyebrows and eyelashes
were dark.
Black. Like her eyes. No, blue, like her eyes. Dark blue.
Blue-black, then. Except, eyebrows cou ldn't be dark blue, Elliot reminded
himself. She wasn't a raven or a crow.
No-his thoughts spun off again into a kaleidoscopic tumble of black-winged
birds-she was a grackle. A grackle in a woman's shape. A girl's.
No, Elliot told himself. Definitely a woman's shape .
The maid's hand still grasped his sodden cuff. She was rubbing the wet nap
between her fingers, studying the stain. Elliot suddenly knew what a kitten felt when
his mother cat had him by the nape of the neck. Or perhaps, more aptly, what the
warriors of Damahrash felt when their women took hold of their pricks in gauntleted
hands and demanded an end to the endless war. He would have given her anything
she asked.
"What is your name, boy?" the maid inquired.
"Elliot Howell." Elliot heard his voice as though someone else had shouted the
words down his throat. "My friends call me Howell. Mostly. I mean, Ana calls me Elliot.
But Gideon calls me Howell. Chaz Mallister calls me Professor, but he's not exactly my
friend. He did audit one of my painting classes for a while though. I don't know why. He
knows more about art than I do."
Th e maid 's blue-black, black-blue, shiny-dark, no-white eyes stared up at him .
"What do you profess?" she asked.
The weight of those all- deep eyes pinned him, as if he once more stood before
his Masters committee defending his thesis Against Illusion: The New Voluptuist
Vanguard-a defense which, since Illusion ism still had strongholds in every academy,
conservatory, and college in Southern Leressa, and the Voluptuists were considered
no better than an upstart group of raggle-taggle street artists, was hotly contested.
He had barely escaped with his degree.
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Elliot began to stammer. "M-me? Oh, painting. I'm just ... I'm a painter. I teach
some classes, take commissions. Sometimes," he hesitated, "I sometimes sit out on
sidewalks and paint passing tourists for pocket change. No reason you should have
heard of me."
"A painter?" The maid's face lit with a smile. For the first time, Elliot understood
what "beaming" really meant.
She has a mouth made of moonlight, he thought. / shall paint her, and call the
painting "Woman with the Moon in her Mouth."
"Yes!" the maid cried, seizing both his hands, answering his thought. "You
shall paint me! By your work, and for your devotion, you shall be remembered forever.
You, Elliot Howell."
Her small brown hands, each finger tipped with tiny, sharp, blue-black nails,
reached up to cup his face.
"Midnight is the breaking hour," she told him solemnly, in her voice that was
like the moving sea floor. "Any door will do, if you would follow me."
Elliot, avidly studying her face, memorizing it, now noticed the livid markstattoos, he realized-scattered across her cheeks like freckles. The sight of themlike calligraphy, like hieroglyphics, like bird beaks and bird bones and fangs and claws
and crescent moons and stars, like nothing else he'd ever seen-shocked him to his
belly. Did more than shock him. Moved him. Reassigned his priorities. Drained his
head of blood and sent it pounding elsewhere.
"Mistress," he gasped, reeling and dizzy, "I think I am lost."
The maid stepped back. She turned her back on him and continued to refill the cut
crystal decanter from her dark bottle. He could no longer see her face, her strange eyes,
her blue-winging eyebrows, her markings. He just saw a white cap, a white apron over a
black dress, a slender brown neck.
"The dining room is just through there, Mr. Howell," said the maid, in a voice so
meek and squeaky he could hardly believe the same woman spoke. "Miss Mannering
and the Countess will be down shortly. The rest await you inside."
. Thank you-I ... " Elliot found himself at the door, without
"Thank you
remembering he had moved. He paused but did not turn back to look at her. "And ..
. what's your name, miss?"
"Nixie, sir." He could practically hear the bob of curtsy in her intonation. "That's
what they call me here at Breaker House. Nixie. At your service, sir."

The dining room was dark polished wood, red velvet draperies, fine china and crystal,
and gilded cherubs wherever a gilded cherub could conceivably be stuck, suspended,
or fastened. Each of the four walls sported a different portrait of a Mannering ancestor.
Elliot, despite the bizarre buzzing in his head, stopped to scan them with a critical eye.
Seven Hells rising-the one on the western wall was a Quraishi original from the
middle of last century. Each brush stroke was like a fingernail dragged lightly down his
scalp, a razor opening his belly, thorns and roses summertiming just under his skin.
Elliot's body swayed toward the portrait. He stopped himself. Clenched his fists. Willed
himself to be calm.
But still he shivered, agitated and elated from his encounter with the maid, as
he gazed up at the dark-skinned lady in her lace-pale dress, leaning against a balcony
and looking out across storm-foamed waters.
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Eloise at the Edge of the World, read the brass plaque affixed to the bottom
of the ornate frame. He'd studied that painting in University. Now he taught it to
students. He'd written a paper about liar Quraishi's uncanny use of chiaroscuro. And
here it was, like a living thing , right before him.
Elliot wanted to fling himself out of the room, flee upstairs, and scrape his
current canvas clean . Perhaps set fire to it. He was unworthy to paint the portrait
of another Mannering woman, as she looked out over that same balcony. He was
unworthy to hold a brush. He should go back home and paint houses and repair roofs,
like his father before him.
"Get a grip, Howell ," he muttered, tearing his gaze away to study the more
elaborate, if less intimidating, dining room table instead.
The enormous silver epergne at the center would make an excellent goblin
minion, he decided. Just glue on a pair of googly eyes, a di.me a dozen at the downtown
market ....
"Where I come from ," Analise Field 's whisper tickled his ear, "we have one fork,
one spoon, one knife. Well-maybe two knives if we're eating steak. Otherwise, it's
your basic butter knife . You?"
Elliot snorted. "According to my mother, we dive in like hogs. No utensils
needed. Unless we're acting civilized for company. Then we eat with our hands. But
we don't bother to wash them first."
"Are you sure we aren't related?" she asked . "Because you sound an awful lot
like my brothers. We never could break them to cutlery."
"It's cruel work, Ana," Elliot agreed. "Best let the feral be."
Analise smiled wryly at him. In the three years they had known each other, the
alchemy of friendship had transformed her plain features, rounded shoulders, and
worried forehead into one of the kindest, most comforting sights his eyes beheld.
She'd sat for her portrait once, on his request. Elliot had called it "Writer at
Work." In it, she was barefoot. dressed in flannel pajamas and the bright red scarf
her mother had knitted , which unfurled all the way to the floor and went on for a few
feet more. He'd asked her to assume whatever position she found most conducive to
page count, so Analise had curled up in a wide windowsill seat with her feet propped
against the wall, set her notebook on her knees, and clamped her pen in her mouth.
The sun shone through the window glass, touching her curly red hair to wild spirals
of flame. Elliot had taken painstaking care to render a ghostly reflection of that fiery
hair in the glass.
"W riter at Work " was currently on display in the Seafall Museum of New
Century Art-by far his most celebrated accomplishment. It had sold to an anonymous
purchaser, who donated a matching grant to the museum on the condition the painting
be exhibited year round. The minor fame the painting brought him was how he'd met
Desdemona Mannering, who'd sought him out one afternoon as he sketched tourists
in Faircloth Park. She'd claimed to be Elliot's "most ardent and devoted follower," and
begged him to paint her too.
He 'd accepted-for a sum so obscene he'd lived off it for six months-and now
Desdemona Mann ering had comm issioned a second portrait, done in the Quraishi style,
as her twenty-fifth birthday present to herself.
For, my dear boy genius, Desdemon a had written to Elliot, "we must celebrate
our quarter centuries, or else perish in alarm of them. Come stay at my summer
cottage, attend my birthday party, and paint me beautiful ere I grow bent and cracked.
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"Why are we here again?" Analise's plaintive query interrupted his thoughts.
Elliot took her hand and stroked one of the ink stains there. "You're here
because your bestselling novel launched you into the arms of the New Century
Glitterati, thus making you Miss Mannering's new best friend. I'm here because I'm
not teaching next semester, and I'd very much like to survive the winter with the
estival proceeds of my so-called art . And Gideon is here .... "
"To make sure I don't break anything expensive," Analise finished for him,
scowling.
Elliot shook his head. "Oh, Ana, no."
"Well, he acts like it . He looked like he wanted to pick me up and put me out
the door when he saw I was here."
"I think ... " Elliot hesitated . "I think he's here to protect us. In his way. It's hard
to tell. He insists it's because he's afraid of his Dear Aunt Tracy."
Analise scoffed. "Gideon? He isn't afraid of anything. Except his own
sculptures."
They looked over at their dour friend, where he leaned against the cherubfestooned mantelpiece, wiry arms folded across his chest. Gideon frowned fiercely at
the floor, listening to but not partaking in a conversation between Chaz Mallister and
Mr. Harlan Hunt Mannering. H. H. , as he was known throughout Seafall, controlled
Candletown Coal Company, owned stock in rails and shipping, had partnered with
multiple businesses abroad, and divided his time between five estates: least of
these, Breaker House, his "summer cottage ." He was Desdemona's father, Gideon's
uncle, and as far as Elliot could tell, a raging jackass.
The gentlemen sipped aperitifs and talked politics. Rather, H. H. talked and
Chaz made polite noises. Phrases such as "labor legislation" and "bleeding hearts"
and "goddamned liberal conspiracy to hike wages" rose and fell until Gideon's head
shot up like a mishandled marionette's. He stared from his uncle to Chaz with such
angry incredulity that Elliot was surprised Chaz, at least, did not com bust on the spot.
This he failed to do, but he did fall silent, downing his drink so quickly he choked. Mr.
Mannering did not notice.
Elliot shook his head in disbelief. "The look on Gideon's face would blacklist
me from respectable employment for the next decade if I tried it in this company. But
I suppose an Alderwood can get away with such fulminations and impertinences."
Analise's laughter was as near to mirthless as he'd ever heard it. "It's not
because Gideon's an Alderwood. It's because Gideon 's Gideon. He could've been
raised by wolves and the result would have been the same."
"Have you met his mother?" He'd meant it as a joke, but Analise only sighed ,
turning away from the object of their conversation and hunching her shoulders against
him , as if against a raw salt-wind.
Elliot had never understood the fraught relationship between his two best
friends. Sometimes he thought they both would have been far happier had they never
met.
"Look at him, covered in clay aga in," Analise muttered. "He works harder than
anyone I know, and for what? Have you ever seen one of his statues?"
When Elliot shook his head slowly-Gideon was very private about his workshe continued, "That's because he destroys them as soon as they dry. He takes a
hammer to them. Pounds them to powder. I can hear it through our shared wall.
Keeps me up at night."
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"That makes no sense," Elliot replied, half-laughing. "Every time I talk to him,
he can hardly wait to get back to work."
"That's because every time he tries to stop, he starts sleepwalking. Stops
eating. Dreams awake . If he neglects it too long, the work comes upon him like a fit; he
drops everything and just ... builds." She shook her head. "He doesn't wish anyone to
see him taken over like that. It's why he left his mother's house and slums in a cheap
city garret pretending to be a pauper. Once, I found him in a fever next door. He told
me things . ... It was an accident, but he hates me for it."
The arrival of Miss Desdemona Mannering and Countess Lupe Valesca
interrupted any further revelation. Elliot put a hand on Analise's elbow and squeezed.
Obediently, they both turned to appreciate the double vision, dripping gems and
trailing furs in the doorway. The Countess immediately silked over to H. H. Mannering
and tucked her arm in his elbow, whispering something into his ear.
Desdemona cried , "Darlings!" and flung herself into Analise's and Elliot's arms,
trusting them to catch her. She kissed Analise full on the mouth, but lingered longer
in Elliot's embrace, pressing her cheek to his. She left a sweet scent of jasmineperfumed powder on his skin that renewed the fever he'd felt with the maid Nixie. Her
cheek was as soft against him as her satin evening gown, a rich, golden brown that
matched her skin perfectly. Desdemona's private seamstress, imported to Seafa ll all
the way from Damahrash, had seen to it that the embroidery accenting the gown's
skirt and bodice comp lemented her employer's sable pompadour and slashing black
eyebrows.
"Are my artists happy?" Desdemona asked, glancing from Elliot to Analise
with a prodigal smile. "Do they have something yummy to drink? Are refills in
order? Gracious, how ferocious my cousin looks! Is Daddy bitching about unions
again? What a bloodbath. Dear me, what is that on Cousin Gideon's jacket? Oh,
clay. Of course. Poor boy."
She rolled her eyes. They were full as black as Gideon's, but glittered, Elliot
thought, where her cousin's flashed. But did that glitter conceal shal lowness or
depth?
He found it hard to despise anyone who loved his paintings . But her presencedespite the perfume, the kisses, the so li citude-never failed to make him want to go
on a long, lonely walk on the mainland moors that had begat him.
Desdemo na linked her arm through Analise's and strolled her over to where
the others stood.
"So, dearest Leez," she burb led, "how many chapters did you write today?"
Analise sm il ed guiltily. "I didn' t write at all , I'm afraid . First I walked the grounds.
Then I took the Cliff Walk below the house all the way t ill Sil ver Bridge. It was very
refreshing-I've been getting appalling ly sedentary."
Desdemona tickled her with fingers more topaz and ruby than flesh. "Naughty
girl! Though it is a breathtaking promenade, isn't it? Daddy just had it paved last
sp rin g. But you must promise to write tomorrow! I want your next novel dedicated to
me. Due entirely to your stay here at Breaker House!"
Gideon, turning to face the mantelpiece, stuck a fingernail in to a golden
cherub's carved eyelid and dug in. Elli ot flinched in surreptitious sympathy, rubbing
his own eye.
"Miss Field, " said Gideon, not looking up from his concent rated vandalism,
"may very well never wri te again. Why should she? Her first novel sold more copies
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than Memoirs of a Courtesan. She could rest on her laurels until she dies, and then,
embalmed and entombed amongst the greatest literary minds of the New Century,
her monument would still read, without any gross exaggeration, Analise Field,
Authoress."
Desdemona giggled. Chaz and the Countess tittered , their tones harmonizing
so precisely that Elliot" suspected Chaz of mocking Lupe Valesca as much as he
mocked Analise. H. H. Mannering merely grunted and refilled his glass.
Only when Analise tugged her arm free of Desdemona's did Gideon let his fingers
fall from the cherub's desecrated eyeball. Elliot took a step toward them. Stopped.
Intervening in their fights was like stepping bodily between two opposing cannons. The
cannons couldn't care less; it was you who ended up with a hole in your chest.
"Better that," Analise spat, "than to die bitter and alone, leaving no good
works behind you, no friends to mourn you, and no mark on the three worlds except
the scratch in the dirt where they bury you."
"Is that the premise of your next book?" His eyes were half-lidded, intent.
Disdain dripped from his words, but his expression was stone. "How very modern,
Miss Field. Mother will love it. Mind you, she won't read it, but she'll pass it along to
her publisher friends who'll give you another half million advance and all the right
press. Just like last time."
"I didn't ask you to give my first book to your mother!" Analise's freckled face
flushed a bright, hectic red. "I didn't know that's what you intended when you asked
if you might read it. It wasn't even a finished draft. It wasn't ready. I wasn't ready!"
Gideon spread his hands. "Ready or not, here you are."
Analise snatched the aperitif from H. H.'s fingers and dashed the remaining
contents into Gideon's face.
"Ana!" Elliot said involuntarily.
"I was invited." Tears streamed down Analise's face. "Damn you, Gideon, I was
invited."
"Uninvite yourself," Gideon suggested , gentle as sleet falling. "Breaker House
is not for you."
Analise turned and fled the room. Into the startled silence that ensued , Chaz
drawled out , "I'd say it was about time for dinner, wouldn't you?"
The Countess tittered again. "Oh, my! Yes, please."
"Don't know where you find 'em, Desi," H. H. rumbled to his daughter. "Well-I
know where he came from ," he indicated Gideon with a jut of his chin. "The Alderwoods
always ran to the eccentric. Did you know," H. H. asked the Countess, offering his
arm to escort her to the table , "my wife Tracy once fancied herself a pianist? But her
sense of rhythm was rotten, just foul. Ask Desi."
This last, he threw over his shoulder to Desdemona. For a moment, Elliot saw
what the glitter in Desdemona's dark eyes kept hidden. The sharks swimming there.
"One day," H. H. went on, "I sat Tracy down and laid it all out for her. Said
if she didn't stop her infernal playing, I'd sell the piano. Either that or chop it up
for firewood. Never touched ivory again, did she?" He laughed. "Tell you the truth, I
almost regret it now. Tracy's been meddling in politics ever since."
"Yes, Daddy," Desdemona murmured. "One might even say the Women's
Enfranchisement Act is all your fault."
"What was that?" her father asked sharply. But she just opened her eyes wide,
smiled lazily, and shrugged her bare shoulders.
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"And will Tracy be joining us for any of your birthday celebrations?" The
Countess's round, dolorous, basset hound eyes were, Elliot thought, without real
curiosity or concern , the smile not quite suppressed enough on her red mouth. If
he had been a betting man, he would have wagered H. H.'s hand was squeezing her
thigh.
"Mother arrives tomorrow," Desdemona replied airily. "Bringing Aunt Audrey
with her, along with most of their Suffragist Sisterhood. My birthday present this year,
Mother says," Desdemona caught Elliot's eye and winked, "is an opportunity to help
lobby for improved Child Labor Laws. Lucky me."
She smiled, glittering, glittering-That, Elliot thought, that's the smile I want to
paint-until even the Countess turned her eyes away, saying vaguely, "Perhaps I shall
take the opportunity to go shopping tomorrow afternoon ."
"I love shopping," Desdemona agreed with a gush of, Elliot thought,
manufactured enthusiasm. "Chaz and I are due for another spree , aren't we, Chazzie
darling? Come sit next to me, do, and nibble my ear, would you?"
"I'd rather nibble the shrimp , dear one," Chaz replied. "But if you insist-"
"I do."
"I am your most humble servant. .
Elliot hesitated before taking his own seat, wanting to join Gideon by the
mantelpiece. Perhaps grab him by the shoulders. Shake him. Knock him to the floor.
He flicked his fingers when they wanted to curl into fists. Useless-useless, to add to
the mayhem with physical violence .
Gideon's hands came up briefly to cover his eyes, then dropped, trembling.
Watching him, Elliot observed how gray and weary Gideon suddenly looked, as if he
had aged ten years in the last ten minutes. He peered blearily around, as if surprised
to discover the room was there still. Elliot looked on, at once transfixed and repelled
by the distant, dying look on his friend's face.
"Howell ," said Gideon, in a voice so soft it lured Elliot closer despite himself.
When he was an arm's length away, Gideon reached out and touched the side of
Elliot's face . Elliot inhaled sharply, leaned in. Gideon rarely touched anyone; now
Elliot knew why. He thought his skin would sizzle and slough off if Gideon did not
release him soon.
"If Ana tries to go .. ." Gideon set his forehead against Elliot's. Pressed. "Don't
stop her. Please. I'll make it up to her. I promise. But this place
. it's bad for
people like her. For you too, Howell," he added, with a tinge of regret. "But you have
a sensible streak beneath all your dreams and visions. It anchors you to this wor ld.
Ana, though-Ana pretends to be the sturdy farm girl. Pierce that rural fa<,ade, and
her internal landscape is ... wind and fire."
Gideon shuddered. His hand fell away from Elliot. He stepped back , black eyes
burning in his pallid face. "Breaker House will open its walls to her if she stays. And
she will walk through them. And be swallowed."
Elliot's vision washed blue-black. Eyes. Wings. Claws. Midnight is the breaking
hour. Any door will do.
"Gideon," he said tightly. " I don't understand you when you talk like_this. Say
what you mean." He paused, frowning at the look of strain on Gideon's brow. "If you
can."
His friend pinched the bridge of his nose. "I 've crossed over, you know. And
returned. But you don't ever really come back , do you?" He held up .his hands. Beneath
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the crust of clay, his skin bubbled with blisters, calluses cracked and bleeding. "They
don't let you come back. Remember that."
Ducking his head so that his dark hair fell into his face, he shoved his hands
into his trouser pockets . When he next spoke, his voice was clipped and nonchalant.
"I'm for bed, Howell. Make my excuses, will you? I find I am not hungry."
"You're never hungry," Elliot whispered. "Ana's the only one I ever saw who can
make you eat."
Gideon met his gaze. "l would eat from her hand like a dog."
Elliot opened his mouth, having no real idea what to say in reply-but Gideon
made a face as though he had bitten into a bad fruit. and left the room without
another word.
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I am a classic late bloomer. Anyone who knew me in grade school or high
school knew I struggled to put a few sentences together. Hell, I even
received a Din my first semester in my college English Composition class .
When things started to come together for me later in life, Columbia's
MFA program was the perfect place for me as I slipped into my 40s. The
instructors I had at that time nourished the words I put on the page, and
having a couple of pieces selected for inclusion in Hair Trigger helped
give me the confidence I needed to believe I had something important to
share with others and to keep pushing forward.
-Dennis Foley
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The Blue Circus,
a Chicago Novel

(e x cerpt)

De nn is Fo ley

CHA PTER 1
Danny Lonigan's Interview

A HERD OF CITY WORKER WANNA BES DRESSED IN JEANS, FLANN EL
shirts and workboots huddled on or around chairs and benches inside a Streets
and Sanitation garage that on its best day could only be described as gray and
dismal. These men awaited their opportunity to dazzle the interview panel with their
knowledge of circuits, amps and ohms in hopes of landing one of the eleven primo
jobs posted for City of Chicago electricians. Ah yes, a City job-to die for. Outside,
a heavy April rain beat down on the city, pelting the metallic garage roof, causing
the wannabees to gaze up every now and again towards the heavens . Some found
the sound soothing-Mozart keying a soft melody of sorts, while others saw it as an
endless stomping of angry feet. A sliver of sunlight sliced its way through the few
windows in the garage, supplying just enough light to compensate for the numerous
burnt out bulbs overhead. Some of the hopeful read the newspaper or toyed with
their phones to pass the time while others gathered in small groups to talk about the
Sox or the Cubs. It was early-April, after all, the start of a new baseball season, and
such chatter was certainly appropriate. And there was Danny Lanigan standing in the
midst of the crew, alone and off to one side. With his long, angular frame , he looked
very much at home among the other blue-collar workers. A wannabe who had just
completed his interview pushed through a door near the far corner of the garage and
strutted across the cement floor, followed by a secretary dressed in too-tight jeans.
"Daniel Lanigan ," the secretary barked. Her gravelly voice surprised Danny,
reminding him of his fifth-grade teacher, Mrs. Cooper, a woman who consumed
cigarettes with such rapidity, her students thought smoking was her second job.
Danny stood up with a "Yo."
The secretary smiled and waved him forward. "This way," she announced and
led Danny into the interview room.
Ted Flynn, one of Danny's high school classmates, and two other men sat
behind an eight-foot long, fold-up table positioned in the back of this smallish room.
Danny eyed the paneled walls as he entered, bare but for a White Sox poster displaying
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the 2005 season schedule and a few restaurant menus attached to the paneling with
strips of electrical tape.
"Have a seat, please," Flynn said, his beady eyes resting like tarred BBs on
his face. Danny dropped onto a metal chair across from the three men and watched
as the secretary squeezed into a small grade school-style desk off to the side of the
room. She scribbled something on a sheet of paper.
"Okay, Danny, you already know me," Flynn said. He tossed his right arm in the
direction of the other two men, "But this is Dan Cullinan and this is Mark Morgan."
Danny smiled. "Nice to meet ya." Cullinan and Morgan nodded their sizeable,
balding melons at the same time and stared across the table with glazed eyes.
"Okay, let's get started," Flynn said and then cleared his throat. "On this table,
as you can see, Dan, there's five different tools. I need ya to point out each individual
tool and identify it for us."
Danny's face went blank. This can't be the interview, Danny thought. No way.
No way in hell. He pushed his right hand through his flock of black hair. Danny was
certainly no virgin to the interview process. He had been through plenty in his thirtyseven years, the roughest of which came with the multiple, stone-faced panels he
appeared in front of before he landed the job as a prosecutor with the Cook County
State's Attorney's Office. But tough as those interviews were-tell us your thoughts
on the death penalty, Dan; could you prosecute a father who kills the man who raped
his 8-year-old daughter, Dan? how would you handle things, Dan, if a family member
of yours got a drunk driving ticket and was assigned to your courtroom-he never
found them confusing.
"Is this the interview or, uh, does that come later?" Danny's eyes roamed the
faces of the three men, who exchanged glances but remained mute.
Flynn finally eeked out a laugh and said, "Okay, let's try this thing again, huh,
Dan? Just point to each tool and identify it for us."
Danny quickly eyeballed the tools on the table and picked up the first one.
"Okay. Well, this one here ... this is a pliers ." Danny set the tool down and immediately
snagged another. "This one's a screwdriver."
"What kinda screwdriver?" Flynn barked.
Danny stared into Flynn's beady eyes for a moment.
"This is a Phillips screwdriver. A Phillips."
Flynn nodded and smiled as if he were saying, That's it, Danny Boy. That's
the stuff Keep going, man. You are one smart son of a bitch, and today you are
demonstrating.that keen intelligence of yours to the three electrical Gods in this room.
Danny set the screwdriver down and tapped the next tool on the table.
"This tool here, this is a hacksaw. Ya know, it's the kinda saw used for cuttin'
pipe." Danny fingered the next tool. "This one's a screwdriver too. But it's a flat-head
screwdriver."
Silence fell upon the room as Danny eyed the last tool, a blue and yellow tool
about five inches long and an inch wide. Tapered ever-so-slightly at the top, a small
metal head jutted out about a quarter-inch from its base. Danny twisted the tool
between his fingers, studying it, before setting it down.
"I don't know what that tool is. No idea. Never saw it before. Never used it
before."
Flynn snatched the tool and held it just inches from his face. "This is a punch
tool, Danny," he said as he shook it. "It's for communication work, low voltage stuff.
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Ya know, wiring for phones, computers, routers, data-all that sorta shit. You punch
down the wires with this thing. Can ya picture that?"
"Gottit," Danny said. "Just never did any work with that before. So I never used
one."
"That's okay, Dan," said Flynn with a smile. "Four outta five aint bad ."
From her little desk, the secretary released a not-so-little belch . The four men
turned their heads in unison towards her as if she were an E.F. Hutton spokesperson
preparing to offer promising investment advice. The secretary ignored their eyes and
continued to mark the paper on her desk. It was only then that Danny noticed she
was playing tic-tac-toe against herself.
Flynn glanced at his cohorts. "Anything else?"
Cullinan and Morgan wagged their heads. Flynn climbed to his feet. Danny
joined him and as he stood, he saw a small frog tinkering around on the wooden floor
near the wall behind the three men. Danny did a quick double-take, but his eyes had
not deceived him. The frog was still there and Danny wondered what the hell a frog
was doing hanging out in this sad excuse for an interview room, let alone anywhere in
Chicago. He wondered if perhaps Ted Flynn or one of the other two electrical gods had
a frog terrarium in one of their offices and forgot to close the damn thing after feeding
time. Danny considered saying something, but decided against it.
"All right, Dan," Flynn said, "thanks for comin' down for the interview today.
We'll contact ya in about a week."
Danny's confused look returned. Flynn walked towards the door with Danny in
tow, both men stopping just outside of the doorway. Flynn turned back.
"Ginette, go ahead and bring the next guy in."
"Sure," said the secretary, and then she wiggled herself free from her desk.
Danny pawed at his chin as he waited for the secretary to walk past.
"Kenneth Pupcholski," the secretary barked into the garage, ready to start the
process all over again.
"Am I okay?" Danny whispered. He looked out into the waiting area, his
forehead matted with wrinkles. "I mean, there's alotta guys out here today."
"You're good to go," Flynn said. "Don't worry about the numbers."
"Okay, but what about, ya know, what about the other shit-the shit that was
in all the newspapers?"
Flynn sighed. "No one here cares that you got disbarred, Dan. Big fuckin'
deal." A twisted smile claimed Flynn's face. He nodded towards Morgan and Cullinan.
"Hell, if anything, some of the guys around here might just hit ya up to do a will or a
closing for 'em. You'll have side jobs right off the bat."
Danny's face was still matted with wrinkles. Flynn set a hand on his shoulder.
"Look, talk to your brother, okay? He'll fill ya in. Everything's gonna be fine." The men
went mute as the secretary led the next wannabe past them into the interview room.
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Although it was forty-one years ago, I clearly remember walking into an
East Rogers Park bookstore (me twenty-three at the time) and seeing a
copy of Angels in My Oven on a display rack. I quickly opened the book to
the table of contents, found my story location, and turned to page 180.
What-a-rush to see Eri c May below the story's title ("Irene"). It was the
first time I'd ever experienced such a thing. Sometimes all you need to
believe in yourself, to keep going, is some measure of validation . That 's
what getting my story in Angels did for me.
-Eri c Charles May
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Bedro ck Faith

(exce r pt)

Eric Charles M ay

THE OLD NEI GHB ORH OO D
IF YOU' RE DRI VING TO PARKLAND FROM DOWNTOWN, YOU R BEST BET IS
to take the Dan Ryan Expressway (l-57), which cleaves like a wide river, with a bend
here and a bend there, through Chicago's vast South Side. Parkland is on one of
the farthest edges of the city, what Blacks from other parts of town call "out south."
Pull off at Exit 351 (which is just a ways beyond the 125th Street overpass) and
hang a right at the top of the ramp. You'll now be headed west and after a couple
of blocks you'll pass through a viaduct. On the other side is Parkland's main drag, a
quarter-mile or so of small businesses-tw o saloons, a barbershop, a dry cleaners,
a drugstore, and such as that; nearly all the buildings storefront affairs with display
windows and hand-crank awnings, and every one situated along the south side of
the street (to your left going west) because on the north side is a forest preserve that
offers up, during warm weather months, a high green wall of thick foliage. Turning
off the main drag is the only way into the neighborhood because Parkland is kind of
hemmed in: a cemetery directly east (where mostly White folks are buried), a railroad
yard directly west, and the Cal Sag Channel, a man-made waterway, directly south.
(If viewed on a map, Parkland is an irregular rectangle of Chicago proper wedged
between two larger suburban towns.) If you turn off the drag and onto a Parkland
side street, you'll see tall trees in the parkways lining either side of the road. The
modest homes are mostly brick stand-a/ones, none higher than two stories, with tidy
yards and front doors painted eye-catching colors like canary yellow, or sky blue, or
fire-engine red . There's also the occasional two-flat or wooden four-square, as well
as several houses of worship, all of the churches Christian and none of them the
foot-stomping, shout-it-out variety. On late Sunday mornings, if the weather's good,
there'll be gatherings out front of those places as people, dressed in their finery,
enjoy some after service commiserating. Weekdays during the school year there's
relatively few people about, and on summer evenings, plenty of kids bike riding and
double-dutchin g and what-have-you, while the adults, home after a hard day's work,
water lawns with garden hoses or converse on front steps, their polished midrange
cars sitting curbside. And as you take all this in, with that never-ending expressway
traffic providing an ambient noise, the thought may occur to you that Parkland looks
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like any number of Chicago-area neighborhoods you could name, and you'd be right .
However, don't tell residents out there that their bailiwick isn't special, 'cause if
you do you'll get an earful about how Parkland has been all-Black since the 1870s
when the first Colored settlers arrived from Dixie, squinting from under the shade
of bonnets and straw hats at the surrounding prairie and onion-scented marsh. The
territory's original residents were, of course, long gone by then, and the local White
folks, the first beneficiaries of the Native 's forced departure, were living in a small
town set on a ridgeline a few miles west. Though hardly happy at the sight of strange
Negroes, these Whites had no interest in lynching anybody, which for the Colored
settlers was a big improvement over the Whites they'd left behind. And so, the new
arrivals dropped their bags and declared themselves home. Within a few years there
was a small community with a whitewashed church and a scatter of cottages painted
bright colors, which was the neighborhood's first use of the sky blue, and the canary
yellow, and the fire-engine red.
A hundred-some years later, which by the way is when the following story
takes place, only a handful of Parkland's ten thousand-plus residents could
trace their ancestry directly to those first settlers. A fact that did not stop the ten
thousand-plus from taking great pride in the intrepid-Colored-settlers-come-north
story, just as they were proud of their neat houses and the Parkland High School
graduation rate; a vainglory that did not sit well with some. Blacks from South Side
neighborhoods like Morgan Park and Pill Hill, who took a backseat to no one in the
proud-of-themselves department, claimed Parkland people acted as if they were the
only Black folks in Chicago who knew how to keep their property up. Blacks from
less prosperous enclaves, on the South Side and beyond, who were no less proud,
swore that there were more Uncle Toms per square foot in Parkland than anywhere
else in town. (As for Chicago-area residents of other races and creeds, whenever
they thought of Parkland, which was seldom, most saw it as just another piece of the
city's Black Other World.)
Park/anders, as they liked to call themselves, viewed the criticism from other
Blacks as sour grapes and the disinterest of those from outside the tribe as just
more of the same old, same old. Which is not to say Parkland inhabitants were
nai"ve or unrealistic. They -readily admitted (when talking among themselves) that
Parkland had in recent years, like numerous other communities across the nation,
experienced some of the effects of drug abuse and other crimes, committed by this
or that homegrown miscreant; however, in their opinion those effects had not been
too severe, for there were no street gangs, graffiti, drive-by shootings, or open-air
drug dealing in the neighborhood. And as they gazed from yards and porches at their
tidy little world, residents told themselves they could still state with confidence that
regardless of what others might spitefully say or misconstrue, they knew what their
predecessors had struggled so hard to establish and what their efforts had, so far,
managed to sustain. And they saw that it was good.

CHAPTER ONE
1993: A Homegrown Miscreant Returns
By seven that evening, every resident on the 1800 block of 129th Street knew that
Stew Pot Reeves was out of prison and back home; home being his mom's redbrick
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two-flat located at the very east end of the block where the road came to a halt before
the high stone wall of a railroad embankment.
As a chilly wind waggled naked tree branches beneath an overcast sky and
sent bits of debris pinwheeling across bare, damp ground, word of his return traveled
from house to house. Some called neighbors on the phone, while others threw a wrap
over their shoulders (it was early March) to trot next door or across the street with the
bad news, each messenger beginning their bulletin with: "Did you hear? Stew Pot's
back!"
Those receiving the news widened their eyes in surprise or winced in anguish.
"Stew Pot's back? The judge gave him thirty years. It hasn't been half that long. Who
was it said they saw him? Was it Mrs. Motley? "
Yes, it was Mrs. Motley. Tallish with a body that kinder neighborhood souls
called slender and harder hearts labeled as bony, she had a skin tone the color of
butterscotch and a head of silvery white hair combed back in a tight bun. A former
school librarian, by then five years retired, she lived next door to the two-flat in a
large wooden four-square with a teal paint job and black stationary shutters. That
afternoon around four she'd been sitting on her blue living room couch sipping tea
from a china cup, the saucer held chest high, when a yellow taxi stopped in front of the
two-flat. (Although she had not left the house that day and expected no visitors, as
usual she was dressed as if important company was coming or she had somewhere
important to go: beige silk blouse, black ankle-length pencil skirt, stockings, and
black low-heel shoes.) There was a row of lace-curtained windows across the front of
the room with the couch backed against the sills. Mrs. Motley set the cup and saucer
on the nearby in-laid coffee table, lifted a white lace panel aside, and looked past the
railing of her roofed porch. Her round wire-rim glasses were set low on her long nose
and she had to tilt her head to see over her bifocals.
The house's high first floor gave Mrs . Motley a commanding view of the street,
and she was able to make out the forms of two people within the shadows of the cab's
backseat. Folks in Parkland seldom took taxis, so she was surprised when the cab's
rear door opened and her next-door neighbor, Mrs. Reeves, stepped out.
Normally a Nervous Nelly sort of person, that afternoon the petite Mrs. Reeves
looked unusually at ease in a green headscarf and a worn gray coat. A tall man, much
darker than she, followed her out. He had a shaved head and a goatee, and wore
an open peacoat and denim overalls . A bit of white T-shirt was visible above the bib
and the pants hung loose on him, the front hems bunched over the insteps of black
brogans.
There was a turning circle at the base of the embankment wall and after the
tall guy closed the cab door, the driver made a slow turnaround and headed back
west. Leaning closer to the window, Mrs. Motley saw that the tall guy was also broad
across the shoulders, his thick goatee a furry frame around his wide mouth, and his
shaved head was shiny, even under the overcast sky; the noggin reminding her of the
smooth side of a greased coconut.
Standing alongside him at the curb, Mrs. Reeves's brownie face barely reached
his chest . The man said something to her which Mrs. Motley could not make out, and
for the first time in ages Mrs. Motley saw Mrs. Reeves smile: a spread of tiny teeth
in her small, almost chinless face. It caused Mrs. Motley to wonder if the two were
lovers, and if so, how much cash Mrs. Reeves was forking over to him; money being the
only reason Mrs. Motley could think of for why such a strapping fellow, who appeared
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to be in his early thirties, would be with a woman old as Mrs. Reeves, who was sixty
if she was a day.
The idea that her east-door neighbor was keeping a honey pie in walkingaround money bothered Mrs. Motley more than a little bit. The two-flat's parkway
and front yard were neighborhood anomalies: weedy and trash ridden. The windows
were hung with dingy sheets, the white paint on the window frames and doorways
were flaked and faded, and the downstairs apartment had been vacant for years.
Like other immediate neighbors, Mrs. Motley felt the two-flat's condition brought the
whole block down; a situation made all the more maddening for the neighbors by
the fact that money was not the issue, for Mrs. Reeves had a perfectly good job
Downtown clerking in the Department of Motor Vehicles.
The couple strolled up the walkway to the two-flat's front door, where they
paused so Mrs. Ree ves could insert her key. While turning the lock she said something
over her shoulder. It was then that the young man smiled, revealing a white wall of
large teeth within the frame of the goatee . And when Mrs. Motley saw that, a chill
swept over her.
After the young man merrily followed Mrs. Reeves inside, Mrs. Motley dropped
her hand and the lace curtain fell back into place. Sliding to the front of the couch and
with her arms crossed, she leaned forward and slowly massaged her goose-bumped
biceps.
When Stew Pot Reeves had gone to prison fourteen years before at age
eighteen, he'd been a tall, skinny boy without enough hair on his face to weave a
sweater for a fly. That's why she hadn't recognized him at first. But there was no
mistaking that big-tooth smile; she'd seen it too many times to ever forget it. Mrs.
Motley had always assumed he would remain in prison till the end of his sentence, by
which time she figured she would be in either Heaven or the old folks' home. But here
it was, 1993, and he was back. The maker of so many Parkland mayhems-arson
and pet murder, just to name two-was back. Her first impulse was that she could
not take the stress of living next door to him again, that she would have to move. But
could she do that? Could she actually leave this house that her grandfather had built,
and where she'd been raised, and where she'd raised her own child, and where her
parents and husband had taken their last breaths?
To her left, glistening like a hearse, was an upright piano where she and her
mother had once played side by side. To her right was the redbrick fireplace, its innards
charcoaled from years of use where as a youngster she had done herfirst reading, lying
on her stomach as the flames cast wavering light across the pages, an image that was
repeated years later when she sat on the floor with her toddler son, reading aloud to
him from storybooks. She now gazed beyond the sky-blue living room, with its white
moldings and ceiling, through the wide passageway to the apple-green dining room
where the furniture-an aircraft carrier of a table, a dread naught of a sideboard-were
like most of the house's furniture, heavy, dark, ornate wooden pieces she polished to
a high sheen. (The same went for the hardwood floors which were like honey glaze in
color and gleam; the varicolored rugs spread across them presents her now grown son
had purchased overseas .) The house and everything in it had come to her, she the only
child of sibling-less parents. She saw it as her legacy, and though she'd been raised
to believe vanity a terrible thing, she couldn't deny the immense pride her legacy gave
her, even though she knew it set her apart from many of her neighbors, the majority
of whom lived in homes far less elaborate. (A few of these folks, and she knew this for
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a fact, considered her pride nothing more than snob arrogance.) She loved her
house , despite it being drafty in winter and hard to cool in summer, despite having
to haul laundry up and down the basement steps, despite all the rooms that were
becoming more and more of a problem for her to keep clean. But, could she stand
living next to Stew Pot? Just the thought of it brought a sour expression to her face.
For twenty minutes or so, Mrs. Motley sat there on the couch fretting over
her dilemma. Coming to no conclusion she rose slowly, for her knees gave her
a bit of trouble, and exited the room carrying the china saucer and cup of now
cooled tea. With perfect posture, she walked to the back of the house through
a wainscoted hallway, moving past a grandfather clock and the thick posts of a
stairway balustrade.
At the end of the ha llway was a big yellow kitchen-yellow walls, yellow fridge,
yellow stove-where the air was thick with the fumes of lemon-scented cleaner. As
Mrs. Motley poured the tea down the drain of the stand-alone sink, she heard the
two-flat's screen door bang shut. Setting the cup down, she went to her own back
door and peered through the window's parted yellow polka-dot curtains. Next door
Stew Pot was headed toward the alley with an armload of phonograph albums. He
wasn't wearing the peacoat, and his white T-shirt showed off his robust arms. When
he reached the chain-link gate, he kicked it open and dropped the records into the
black garbage can.
Afraid he might catch her watching, Mrs. Motley yanked down her door's
window shade before Stew Pot could turn around; but after only a few seconds her
desire to see became overpowering and she pulled gently at the edge of the shade to
take a peek. She saw Stew Pot heading back toward the two-flat and let the shade go
as if it were hot. His black brogans thumped loudly on his porch steps and when the
screen door bang wasn't followed by the slam of the inside door, she knew he wasn't
finished.
Scared to look but too curious not to, she waited behind the safety of the
shade. Before long the screen door banged again and Mrs. Motley peeked once more.
Stew Pot had another tall armload of albums that he also dumped in the garbage can.
When he turned around that time, she saw that his jaw was fixed in a grimace and
his eyes in a furious squint; however, he didn't so much as glance over the chain-link
fence separating the yards. Feeling safe from discovery, she kept on peeking.
Stew Pot took one more trip carrying albums, two trips carrying stacks of
magazines, one trip carrying a stereo and speakers, and one carrying a clock radio and
a portable TV. The magazines he dropped atop the records, the electronic equipment
he stacked behind the fence . He then made two trips with women's clothes-dresse s,
blouses, skirts-that he piled on the records . When the screen door bang after the
second clothes trip was followed by the inside door slamming, Mrs. Motley knew he
was finally done.
She sat at her broad kitchen table which was covered with a yellow oil cloth.
Have Stew Pot and Mrs. Reeves gotten into an argument already? she wondered.
Should I call the police? Though she held Mrs . Reeves primarily responsible for the
way Stew Pot had turned out, at the same time Mrs. Motley had never wished the
woman ill.
She decided not to call the police, since it wasn't likely that 911 would send
a car simply because she'd seen Stew Pot throwing stuff away. Using her yellow wall
phone, she instead called first one, then another nearby neighbor, who were also
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retirees. (She spoke in her usual unhurried way, her mellow pronunciation as precise
as her handwriting or posture.) Later on these folks contacted other neighbors on the
block, which got the word-of-mouth rolling, and by seven thirty, as they sat down to
their suppers, neighbors on the block knew not only that Stew Pot had returned, but
that he was already acting the fool.
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The first time I ever published any fiction was in Hair Trigger 9 & 10,
a slightly embarrassing but very fun exercise in parody called "The
Wienie" I wrote in Andrew Allegretti's class. One of my life goals-ever
since I was a little kid scribbling on notebook paper and pretending it
was cursive writing-was to be a published author. Hair Trigger gave me
that opportunity. I won my first writing prize with a Hair Trigger story. This
piece, "And These Are the Good Times," while nonfiction, was written
with an emphasis on story-just like all those fictional pieces I was
honored to have published in Hair Trigger some years ago.
-Patricia Ann McNair
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And These Are the Good Times
(excerpt)
Patricia Ann McNair

MY FATHER DIDN 'T BELIEVE IN JUKEBOXES. I SWEAR TO GOD. " DAMNED
things are all part of the syndicate," he'd say. When I was ten, I didn't know what the
syndicate was . I knew the word somehow, knew of it: The Dick Van Dyke Show was in
syndication, Father Knows Best, too . But the word didn't fit for me here.
"The mob ," one or another of my brothers explained. Mob was a word I did
know. I was from just outs ide Chicago , after all. Jimmy Hoffa was st ill alive. I had th is
picture in my mind of some guy in a dark suit and hat pushing the jukebox away from
the wall at Sullivan's - the tavern around the corner-and opening some magic door
in the back of the machine and a whole silvery stream of coins would rush out into
his leather satchel. He'd close it all up when the stream went dry, push the jukebox
back flush against the wa ll, maybe touch the sharp brim of his fedora or nod to M r.
Sullivan behind the bar and walk out of the darkness into the day, the door swinging
shut behind him.
My dad hated the mob. They were dangerous in ways that I couldn't even begin
to understand, always behind something or other that was wrong with society, he said.
Drugs. Prostit ut ion. Jukeboxes. Dad had been an ea rly union rabb le-rouser, a cardcarrying Commun ist, and even as a kid I knew that the mob was the enemy of men like
him. Sullivan's was his hangout. Half of the place was a package liquor store, a place
where you cou ld get milk, coffee, dishwashing liquid, bread, a six-pack of Sch litz, a pint
of Jim Beam. With fifty-five cents and a note from my mom, I could go in and pick up
a pack of Kents. The other half, on the opposite side of low-slung doors, was the bar. I
spent a lot of time in that bar. We've all read these stories about little kids having to face
the darkness of sme ll y taverns in order to drag their drunken mothers, their drunken
fa t he rs ho m e, th e kids hating the whole thing . But it wasn 't like that for me. Sure,
sometimes my mom would send me to pick up a loaf of bread for dinner, and I'd have
to round up Dad while I was there. Other times I'd go there on my own when he wasn't
home before dark. Sti ll other times my dad would call the house from the payphone
there and invite us al l to join him. Mom might or might not go. Don and Allen were in
high school and too old, too cool to be hanging out with their fam ily. Roger (twelve,
two years older than I) probably was unwilling to turn off the television. But I'd go. I
wanted to be there. I'd make my way down our street past the other clipped lawns
and sp li t-leve ls, past the ha rdware sto re with the three apartments above it, past the
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hot dog stand where in just a couple of years I'd sit at one of the red picnic tables and
make out with a boy for the first time, and around the corner to Sullivan's. There I'd
push through the swinging doors, leave behind the bright lights and dusty shelves of
the store, and step into the smoky darkness of the tavern.
Dad, in a suit coat and tie from a day at the office in the Loop (having given up
his causes in order to support his family), always sat at the bar, a beer in one hand, a
cigarette in the other. He told stories and jokes to whomever would listen. "There were
these two deaf-mutes ... " (it was the sixties, remember) and he'd wave his hands
wi ldly in some made-up, exaggerated sign language, ashes from his cigarette floating
in the air, peppering the bright white front of his shirt. He'd order a round for his
audience, "the usual " for himself. He'd talk as long as they'd listen. But sometimes
there'd be no one to entertain, so he'd sit by himself and chew the inside of his mouth
and squint through the smoke into the open space in front of him like he was looking
for something, like he was working to figure something out.
When the tavern was crowded, I'd squeeze into a self-made slot next to my
dad, push up against the considerable bulk of him. Six feet tall and 200-plus pounds,
Dad made a good lean-to. When there was an empty spot, I'd lift myself onto the vinyl
barstool, slide my elbows over the counter, ask for a Coke or a Squirt. "The usual,"
he'd say and get a shot and a beer for himself. My dad wou ld buy me sodas and Beer
Nuts and put his hand on the back of my neck. I liked the way it felt, this bellying up to
the bar. I'd watch the plastic sky-blue waters ripple across the Ham m's beer sign over
the bar and admire the long elegant neck of the Gallia no bottle that stood next to the
shorter, clumsier bottles of house brands . I'd pretend not to while I listened to my dad
telling a joke in a stage whisper to the guy next to him, try to memorize the way it went
from traveling salesman to farm girl to the punch line so I could tell it to my brothers
or my best friend later. It never mattered to me that most times I was the only kid
there. I guess in a place li ke that, su rrounded by grown-ups smoking and laughing
and talking grown-up talk, I imagined I was something other than a kid myself.
And there was the jukebox . The flashing lights , the automatic arm flipping 45s
onto the turntable. I'd watch the discs spin under the needle and I'd pore over the
titles on the tiny slips of cardboard. G5 ... "Lemon Tree." H7 ... "Mr. Lonely." KS
... "Action ." The jukebox stood where most jukeboxes do, next to the bathrooms . I
suppose bar people knew that sometimes there'd be a line there, and those waiting
were apt to pump money into the box. Or maybe the mob figured this out.
I'd lean on the juke, rest my palms on the glass, and look over my shoulder to
my dad, hoping he'd get the hint. Sometimes I'd walk back and forth between the box
and him and sing along with the songs. But he just wouldn't get it. Finally, I'd have to
ask for some money. I knew how he felt about jukeboxes , knew that he would tell me
again: "Putting money in that box is like handing it right to the syndicate. My pocket
to theirs." But then he'd let loose a heavy sigh, clench his cigarette in the grip of his
teeth, and reach into the jingle of his pocket where there was always a ton of change
and junk. He'd pull up a handful of the stuff and dump it on the bar where I'd pick
through the tobacco and buttons and lint for the dimes. And I'd take all I could over
to the jukebox, where I gave my dad's money to his enemy. The thing is, he let me.
I'd play something fast, imagine myself on American Bandstand or Hullabaloo
and dance to the jukebox by myself. Women in pantsuits and high hair, women I never
noticed anywhere in the neighborhoo d but here, would pass me on their way to the
bathroom and tell me how good I was. Guys in sport jackets or shirtsleeves and ties or
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uniforms with their names sewn over the pockets would go by and say "Nice moves,"
and "Shake it, baby." Older guys. Guys as old as my dad.
I remember this one time. It was the kind of Chicago summer evening when
the air hangs thick and unmoving and the sun takes its own sweet time going down,
that kind of bright, hot early night that you're grateful to get out of-even if it's to
be inside a bar with no air conditioning. Because at least it's dark in there, and the
darkness seems cool, especially when someone opens the door and the hot light of
the slowly sett ing sun stings your eyes, heats up your skin. It was one of those nights
when Mr. Sullivan plugged in the huge, old, freestanding fan and the tables closest
to it filled up fast. The jukebox was right there, too, and I could feel the mechanical
breeze blow against the back of my neck while I danced. It was the fan that brought
the crowd to that side of the bar, I'm pretty sure now, but then I thought it must have
been me. Those older guys leaned on the bar and watched me, or they sat around low
tables and slapped their hands in time with the music on the wood tops. Sometimes
they'd shovel a few dimes into the box and tell me to pick out whatever I wanted to
hear, whatever I wanted to dance to. A man I'd never seen there before, thick dark
hair and sweat rings under the arms of his striped golf shirt, slurred something to
me as he went past. I didn't get it, but he smiled drunkenly and said it again: "Give
it to me, girly." I, always the star, smiled back at the man and even as his date, a
bleached blond, blue-eyeshadowed woman in red yanked him away from me, I went
on dancing. I could see my dad from there, watched him and the wavy reflection
of him in the grimy mirror behind the bar as he made his arm into the trunk of an
elephant for the punch line of one of his jokes, watched him slap a palm on the bartop
when he laughed, watched him run a hand over his V05-slicked comb over and then
throw back one of the small glasses of whiskey and draw his lips away from his teeth,
wrinkle up his nose. And when no one was around him, when no one was listening,
I saw him slump inside his coat, his bigness shrinking some, his eyes squinting into
the space in front of him.
I don't know if he ever watched me, but every night I wished he would. That's why
I kept my eyes on him while I jumped around and spun in circles and twisted back and
forth. I'm not sure what I wanted him to see in me. Maybe I hoped he'd recognize the
same thing I saw in him when he told his stories, a need for that devoted attention, a
desire for a certain appreciation. Maybe I just hoped we could dance together. But when
he'd push himself up from the bar and walk to the bathroom, pass by me, he'd look at
me like it was a surprise to see me there dancing in the dark, being cheered on by a
few strangers . He'd reach out and cup my chin, let his hand trail across my cheek, and
then he'd keep walking to the men's room. I fe lt the pull of his hand on me. I wanted to
follow him, to move in such a way that his palm stayed pressed against my cheek. But
he'd walk on, his hands to himself again, and the door would swing closed behind him.
All of this was before I got to be too cool to be seen with my parents, before
I'd rather be with kids my own age and did most of my dancing at parties with my
girlfriends or sweaty-palmed boys a head shorter than I, before my dad suffered a
heart attack one night on his way home from work and died when he was fifty-five
and I was just fifteen. Too many cigarettes, probably, and too much booze . Mostly,
though, he had a weak heart, a family ailment that took one of his brothers, and more
recently, one of mine.
And even though it's been decades since Dad died, not a year goes by when
I don't remember how I could talk him out of his dimes, and the dances I'd buy with
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them. I remember how it felt to sit high on a barstool next to my father, and I remember
the crackling cellophane bags of Beer Nuts we passed back and forth to share. I
especially remember the soft warmth of his big hand on my neck, the cup and pull of
his palm on my cheek.
Maybe it was that same pull that brought me to a different bar two years after
his death. Away at college, I'd leave my early morning freshman comp class and walk
down Main Street to Joe's, where they served twofers (two-for-one drinks) from 10:30
until 4:00. It was a place not unlike Sullivan's, smoky and dark with beer signs and
Beer Nuts, but this was a small town bar with pickled eggs and pigs' knuckles in
huge jars of brine where the Galliano should be, and it was hard to be there for any
length of time without somebody playing that song about Lucille and the fine time she
picked to leave. Even so, it became my place. And the regulars-Gene, the pickledup farmer, a wrinkly guy in coveralls who drank shots of blackberry brandy; Ernie,
a maintenance man from school, complete with uniform, who was partial to shells
of PBR; Dorothy, a woman fond of Black Velvet and Coke and white silk blouses, a
woman who danced the twist no matter what I'd play on the jukebox-would buy me
drinks, and I'd buy for them.
A couple of years after that. when I went to rehearsals at the community
theater located on the bad side of a small Iowa city, I found myself pulled across the
street to a neighborhood place whenever I had time between my scenes. I'd order a
vodka and grapefruit, talk to the bartender and the union guys-grubby and stinking
from the packing plant down the street-and pick a song or two off the jukebox. After
opening night of the play, the cast and crew went across the street to celebrate,
and the bartender called out my name. "The usual, Patty?" The other cast members
swiveled their heads to stare. "The usual?" they said. I nodded and smiled, loaded
up the jukebox with coins and selections so we could dance all night if we wanted to.
I was twenty-one and a regular, drinking my usual in a sticky-floored, smoke-filled
tavern with a bunch of working folks. It was as close to home as I could get.
All through my twenties I worked in bars: waitressing, tending, managing. For
years I'd hang out in them, and for years I'd dance in them. Only I didn't grow up to be
a drunk, and I didn't grow up to be a stripper. I just grew up. As I write this, 1998 , I'm
closer to forty now than thirty, closer to my dad's age when he died than I am to my
own when I lost him. I have a real job now in a college just a few blocks from where
my father's office was in the Loop, and a husband. I have less time and-let's face
it-less energy than I used to. But every once in a while I'll find myself in a tavern
for some reason, maybe to use the phone or the bathroom, maybe to meet a friend
or grab a beer with a co-worker. It's never Sullivan's, though it might as well be.
Sullivan's isn't Sullivan's anymore. It's still there, but different. Painted bright white
outside and in, they serve meals on tables covered with oilcloth, and the jukebox is
gone. Still, in this other tavern, I get that same feeling from way back then. That time,
that place. It's that sweet, I'm-home feeling. And I'm pulled to the jukebox. I read the
titles, shovel in quarters and dollars. I stand with my friends and bounce on the balls
of my feet. I want to dance, but-I'm sorry to say-like most adults, I've grown too
contro lled, too stodgy to let loose so easily.
And at these places there is always some guy, some older guy (as old as my dad
was when he died). sitting at the bar telling stories, being charming, buying drinks,
getting drunk. He's someone's father, I'll bet. Sometimes he's with his wife, but
usually she leaves early, leaves him behind so he has to stumble home on his own.
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He doesn't seem tonotice when she's gone. I'll slip in next to the guy, order my drink,
smile at him. Sometimes we'll talk. How's it going? Having fun? The bartender will
watch and roll his eyes at me while the guy slurs over his answers and drops ashes
down the front of this shirt. Sometimes the guy'II buy me a drink. Sometimes I'll buy
him one.
When I'm at the jukebox, he'll slide by on his way to the bathroom, or maybe
he'll follow me to the machine to give me money to play something. Anything. My
choice. A single play is at least a quarter; nothing costs a dime these days. And
I wonder if the syndicate still owns the jukeboxes now that they take real money,
dollars and fives. Th ere are different titles now ("All I Wanna Do", "Time After Time"),
and still some of the same ("Lemon Tree", "Mr. Lonely".) Th e discs are compact, no
longer the wax ones you cou ld watch fall into place and spin under the long arm with
its needle. You can't quite see how it works anymore.
Th en sometimes, and these are the good times, the man will nod or bow a
little bow. "Dance?" he'll ask, and reach a hand out to me. And I'll slide my hand into
his, feel its warmth, marvel at its softness. And I'll step close to him as the music fills
in the space and time around us, and I'll look up into the face of someone's father.
"I thought you'd never ask," I'll say.
And then, finally, we'll dance.
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Being part of Hair Trigger had a phenomenal effect on my writing life. I had
written "Dishboy" in Prose Forms , a largely nonfiction class. I had
never explored non-fiction before and having my work nominated and
later accepted and published in its student-run journal gave me a
greater confidence about the work I was engaged in. To be part of the
community of writers that the Fiction Writing department offered and to
have my work taken seriously by faculty and other students made me
feel that my experiences and my voice had a place in the world of writing.
-Joe Meno
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Marve l and a Wonder

(e xcerpt)

Joe Meno

OV ER THE LOW-LYIN G FIEL DS, OV ER THE WIDE MEADOWS, THE SUN rampant, galloping westward-beat ing back the night. On and on across the white
hills, the dun -colored hills, the hills ripening with green, rays of light striking the sunbleached hen house, marking faint flecks of painted wood gone a vulgar gray; the land
itself shadow-quiet, blue, blurred by fog. On and on, toward its apotheosis, the sun
rising higher in the sky, interrupting a faint-hued dark .

On that Sunday in July 1995, the grandfather woke early, thinking of the boy. He placed
his two feet on the bare floor and stood, his limbs giving some dispute, before dressing
in the near-darkness . He made his ablutions in the bathroom and then bared his teeth
in the mirror. Lean-faced, tall, thinning white hair. Jim Falls, aged seventy-one.
He walked down the short hallway to find the boy was, once again, not in
bed. He took in the odd odor of the boy's quarters-dirty gym socks, exotic pets, and
rubber cement-but could not make out the smell of sleep. He glanced around the
room in silent despair and then closed the door behind him.
He went downstairs and put on his white cattleman hat and boots, then walked
outside, half a dozen paces to the hen house, where he found the boy, Quentin, asleep
beside a pile of comic books.
The boy's Walkman was still playing, his eyeglasses folded near his face. At
the boy's feet was a backpack, crammed with clothes and junk food, a map, and
other odds and ends. Jim leaned over and switched the tape player off, then nudged
his grandson awake with the toe of his boot. It was five thirty. The sun had been up
for twelve minutes already but none of the birds had made a sound.
The boy startled, wiped a silver streak of drool from his chin, then put on the
glasses. Though he was almost sixteen, he was only a fraction of that in sensibility,
closer to a child in both manner and maturity. He was also a halfie, or a mulatto, or
what the grandfather had sometimes been known to call a mix-breed, though that
wasn't the right word either. The boy's face-rounded, olive-complecte d-appeared

Joe Meno

223

even darker in the shadows of the henhouse. Lying there, he looked like a bairn, like
some strange nursling.
They found the boy's mother, Deirdre-Jim 's daughter and only offspringasleep at the wheel of her rusty foreign-mode l hatchback . She was passed out, with
an empty vial of someone else's painkiller medication spilling out of her purse . Inside,
the windshield was covered with a brilliant dew. When the grandfather shook her
awake, she looked up and smiled like a child, though she was thirty-seven, her eyes
opaque and unnaturally lovely, these the symptoms of her ongoing dependence on
pain pills and methamphet amines.
Before he could get her into the house, she vomited on their clothes . Jim nodded
at his grandson for help. They carried her up the back porch, through the kitchen, and
then upstairs to the bathroom, where they got her out of her soiled things . Her jeans
were covered with beige-gray puke; the grandfather grabbed her under her arms while
the boy pulled off her pants, her thighs as soft-looking and fleshy as they had been
when she was a baby. She was not wearing underwear. Her pubis had been shaved.
And above that blank space was a mottled tattoo of the Tasmanian Devil, the one from
the Bugs Bunny cartoons, operating an old-fashioned push lawnmower. The sight of
such a thing made Jim's privates wither. Also his daughter's flesh seemed to be covered
in an extravagant amount of glitter. Why, Jim did not know. The boy tried to look away.
They did not say a word to each other nor exchange a single glance, Jim and the boy,
sick with compassion for a thing they could not fix nor understand. Quickly, he put
a bath towel over her nakedness and together he and the boy dragged her into her
bedroom. They looked down at Deirdre's doughy face and saw an unexplainabl e purple
mark in the shape of someone's thumb forming over one of her eyelids, her face the
face of absolute, unthinking selfishness and the source of both of their frustrations.
"Get yourself cleaned up and come down to breakfast," the grandfather said
to her before quickly making his way from the room, the boy following at his heels .
At breakfast, the grandfather glanced from his daughter to his grandson at the
kitchen table. Deirdre held her head up with one hand, poking at a plate of runny
eggs. The boy ate greedily, his headphones blaring. Somewhere, once again, the
grandfather felt a familiar ache. Looking from one to the other, both his daughter
and grandson seemed predestined for failure. Already he had a presentime nt-an
unconscious belief-that the country, the world, was coming to an end. Everything
in the fields outside their window seemed to be tilting, wilted over, blossoms
already blown. He glanced from the window back to the table and saw Deirdre
slumping over her plate.
"If you're sick, get yourself to bed," he grumbled, and then, nodding at the boy,
"Let's go."

That morning the grandfather and grandson started their work by candling the
chicken eggs , one by one, holding each above the milky floodlight. At the beginning of
the chore there was no conversation , both of them coming awake in their still-asleep
bodies, and then, tossing a yolker into the tin bucket at his feet, the grandfather said:
"Go on and tell me, what kind of girls do you like?"
The question seemed to unfairly puzzle the boy. Quentin shrugged, looked
away, and then sniff~d his brown fingernails. He was in the middle of reenacting a
moment from a video game , torturing a hen with the handle of a rake.
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"I dunno," the boy said. "Any kind, I guess."
"Skinny girls?"
"No."
"Fat girls?"
"No way."
"Redheads?"
"No. "
"Brunettes?"
"No sir."
"Blond girls?"
"No."
"Black girls?"
"No."
"White gir ls?"
"I guess."
"You like wh ite girls? "
"I dunno. I guess so."
"Well, I'd think you'd have better luck with black girls," the grandfather said,
tossing another yolker into the tin bucket.
The boy seriously considered his grandfather's words for a long time in silence,
feeling that he had somehow been insulted but not knowing the exact reason why.

After an hour, the grandfather and grandson had f inished cand ling the eggs and
began coun t ing peeps, ca rrying the newly hatched chicks over to the broode r, a
circular pen made of corrugated cardboa rd, with three heat lamps hanging directly
above it. The boy handed a peep to his grandfather, who studied it for a moment, and
then carefully set the animal inside the pen, dipping its beak into a pan of watergetting it acqua inted with the trough-and then let it run free. Already there were
a few chicks piled up on top of each other in the middle of the brooder, frightened,
their eyes blinking widely. With his large hand , Jim spread some of the wood shavings
around, checking to be sure their food was not wet or moldy. The boy-overweight,
with his soft. smooth cheeks, cheeks that had yet to know the sting of a razor, and
his glasses, t he round frames of which made the chubbiness of the boy's head even
more exaggerated-searched out the frai lest- look ing peep among them and found
one with an inflamed , distended stomach . He knelt down beside the unlucky creature
and closely inspected it, its shape reflected in his oversize glasses.
"Sir?"
"Hmm." The grandfather turned.
"This one looks like it's got mushy chick."
Jim leaned down , poking the animal with his forefinger, and nodded. "You're right.
Go on and put him in the other brooder. We don't need them other ones to get it too."
The boy nodded and carried the animal over to the small brooder, filling its
trough pan with a flash of cold water. The grandfather watched the boy out of the
corner of his eye, seeing his grandson making small kissy-faces at the sickly animal.
The boy was wearing a T-shirt with some black man's face emblazoned on the
front. Ice Cube, it read beneath the man's portrait. On the back of this T-shirt, it read,
AmeriKKKa's Most Wanted, or something equally stupid. The shirt was something
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theboy had picked up at the beginning of summer when he and his mother had spent
a week with her new boyfriend up in Detroit. Whenever the boy happened to wear the
shirt, Jim believed it made him look like a turd, an actual walking, human turd. Upon
first seeing it, he decided he would pay the T-shirt no mind, as even considering the
implications of such foolishness-or the cost of manufacturing an article of clothing
such as that-would cause the left side of Jim's face to freeze and go dead.
The boy was now talking to the sick peep, nuzzling it against his chin.
"All right, go on and leave that one alone. We got other chores to get to yet.
You can come back and visit with him when we're all done."
"If he dies, I'm never going to church aga in."
"What?" the grandfather asked .
"If he dies, then that's it for me and Jesus."
"Well, I guess you can worry about that later."
The boy nodded and went back to counting the other peeps . He placed
his headphones back over his ears and soon the rapid thump of an angry voice
howling over some sort of Africanized drum rattled from his vicinity. Kneeling there
in the sawdusted coop, Jim took a hard look at the boy's face, searching for some
resemblance to himself, something in the character of the boy's nose, ears, or lipsan activity that always left him with an unquestionable feeling of aggravation.
There was nothing in the boy that looked like him.
The color of his grandson's face was ashy, almost gray-as the boy was not
white nor black nor whatever else anybody knew to guess. The truth of the matter
was Deirdre-a sometime telemarketer and habitual liar-was not in possession of
the true identity of the boy's father, though she had successfully narrowed it down
to two men , or so she claimed: A black who lived in the city of Gary named Cousins,
a man who was rude on the phone whenever Jim happened to answer. Or else it was
a Puerto Rican whom Deirdre did not particularly like, whom she admitted to having
slept with a number of times in exchange for "favors." What kind of favors? Jim had
not allowed himself to ask.
The boy turned to ask his grandfather a question then, pushing his headphones
off, his small eyebrows looking concerned, dividing his wide, round face . "Sir?"
"Hmm."

"Do you believe it's possible for a human being to talk to an animal?"
Jim smiled curtly. "We talk to the chickens all day."
"No. Not tame ones . Wi ld ones. Like in the movies. Like in cartoons . So they can
understand you ."
"I don't know if I can say I ever thought about it."
The boy nodded and then looked away. "I can do it."
"You can?"
"Yeah, I'm pretty sure I can. I can talk to animals and some trees. It's because I
have developed a new way of using my ears. I can hear things
most other mortals cannot."
The grandfather frowned and in that moment felt neither disappointment nor
pity, only a slight grief.
"Quentin?"
"Sir?"
"Do you ever have a thought you keep to yourself?"
Quentin shrugged. "I don't know. I don't think so. Why?"
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"You might want to think about trying that sometime. Keeping those sorts of
things to yourself."
The boy nodded and went silent . Another few seconds passed and then the
blare of the boy's headphones once again began to desecrate the air.

By evening, their chores had been done and their dinner eaten. In the dark, the boy
wandered around outside, searching for insects to feed his reptiles. He found a pill
bug and dropped it into a glass jar. He looked up and heard the sound of a cricket,
then followed it into the henhouse. There, inside the brooder, the boy discovered
the peep with mushy chick had died. It lay on its side in a pile of sawdust, its tiny
abdomen crusted open and red. Th e boy called out for his grandfather, who came
out, looking worried.
"What is it?" he asked, and the boy only pointed. The grandfather frowned and
then cradled the creature in his palm, and after a moment made to toss it in the trash.
But the boy insisted they bury it. The grandfather looked down at the animal, shook
his head, and said no. The boy pleaded with his eyes until, finally, the grandfather
went against his better judgment and said, "Get a shovel."
In the dark, they held an informal service, burying the animal near the roots
of a birc h tree the boy seemed to favor. The boy said a prayer and then covered the
animal with two shovelfuls of dirt. It was despicable, Jim thought, looking away from
the face of his grandson. It occurred to him that this, this was what was wrong with the
country, the world today: it was what happened when you stopped seeing things get
born. and li ve, and then die. It was what happened when a person, when a town, when
a whole country didn't have a rudimentary understanding of how things ought to be.
After the peep's funeral, they went back into the house and sat quietly in the
living room. The grandfather did not watch television. Their entertainment was the
mayflies that soon appeared on the windows, crowding out the dusk. After a few
minutes of that, the boy drifted upstairs to his bedroom. In a moment, Jim could hear
the sound of video games, of music.
Jim frowned and then sat down at the kitchen table, put on his cheaters, and
went through the bills once again. Tally after tally, sheet after sheet, they all said
the same thing: they owed more than they were taking in. The factory-farm boys had
muscled him out and the land was all they had left. But the utilities, the upkeep on
the place, was burying them . Another year, two at the most, and they'd have to sell.
And then what? Jim squinted down at the bills, trying not to imagine the future.

At nine p.m., the grandfather got undressed and went to bed. Remembering it was
Sunday, he made a halfhearted attempt to flip through his wife's Bible but gave up
after a sing le page. Then he laid back in the flat. wide dark and stared up at the
cracks in the ceiling, imagining the shape of his wife somewhere above.

Two hours later, he awoke with a terrible urge to urinate. He did his business, patiently
making water, and then passed the boy's room on the way back down the hall. The boy
was once again not in his bed. The grandfather sighed , tromped down the carpeted
stairs, and pulled on his muck-covered boots.

Joe Meno
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Quentin was in the chicken coop again, asleep on a plank of hay, headphones
blaring, glasses folded up, open rucksack near his feet. Once more, he had only made
it this far. Jim nudged the boy awake, taking a seat beside him.
"You run ning away?"
The boy nodded.·
"Well, how come you don't get any farther?"
The boy shrugged.
"What are you running away from?"
The boy sniffed.
"Is it me?"
The boy shook his head.
"Is it your mother?"
The boy hesitated, then slowly shook his head.
"Is it the peep? The one that died?"
The boy shook his head again.
"Well then, what is it?"
After a long pause, the boy finally muttered, "Everything."
Jim let out a disgruntled snort and forced himself to clear his throat. He looked
around the coop for some witness, for someone, anyone to see the boy's cupidity, his
off-putting weirdness, but found there were only the chickens asleep in their roosts.
He felt for the boy a familiar sadness then but did not know what to say or do.
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The Story Workshop ® Method

"Never say never to me, that's just exactly when I'll
do what never can be done."
-John Schultz

The Dynamic Classroom
John Schultz

FR OM THE BIBLE TO STORIES BE ING WR ITTEN OR TOLD ORALLY TODAY,
from Shakespeare to Gogol and Kafka, from Fielding to Joyce and Proust, Homer
to authors of modern times, the written literature of fiction that has survived has
been that which provides a vivid, compelling experience of story as told in language,
developing character, points of view, event, imagery, narrative, dramatic relationships,
authorial intelligence, and the fullness thereof, with plenty of inviting room for the
reader or listener..
If we investigate and develop the strengths of oral and wrilten literature, we
will find ourselves with stories that carry within themselves compelling space for the
reader. The following dimensions are unique to verbal story, whether oral or written, and
can be deve loped intensively in written fiction with more depth than in other media . As
we locate these unique dimensions, we no doubt also locate the human need for them.
1) The storyteller's point of view, including the physical
point-in-space vantage points of characters.
2) Access to the internal points of view of characters in
the story.
3) The manipulation of time within story movement to
discover compelling story movement, which also
discovers meaning.
4) The use of language itself as the medium, which can
on ly be done by a speaker or teller/writer.
Through voice and perception, the mind of the teller becomes present in the
imagination and language of the story. The special nature of story movement allows
for a uniquely f lexible manipulation of dimensions and sense of time. Storytelling
has the capacity for using summary, compression of patterns of events, momentby-moment, linear, and non-linear kinds of story movement, and allows for great
detail, breadth, and complexity of experience. It has the imaginative potential of firstperson, th ird-person, even of second-person, and of collective plural "we" and "they"
points of view, plus the ability to go into the points of view of more than one individual
in one story ....
Virtually with its own wisdom, the story movement in verbal fiction organizes
and makes sense of the material. The author finds and sets it forth. Then the reader

John Schultz

231

takes the author's place, in the act of reading, and re-creates the story, with many
identifications and accommodations of her or his own . .. .
We need to examine why we read. Why should we read fiction at all? Why
should we seek the experience of story told with language? Orally told stories, in oral
cultures, using verbal imagery, formulaic techniques, and vivid gesture, provided and
provide (in past and present forms) a wholeness of experience of teller, audience, and
story not achieved by other media. In oral cultures, the experience of the story helps
teller and audience gain the warm, entertaining sense of belonging to themselves
and each other.
We read to be taken out of ourselves and, paradoxically, into ourselves, while
being carried into an imaginative state of mind of experiencing the story. We read for
story; to be in relation to a teller of a tale; to meet the mind of the author in the voice
of the author, in which the author imaginatively perceives and tells; to find out about
human experience and potential; to belong to ourselves through high entertainment.
We seek the wholeness of the imaginative state of mind in the experience of story ....
We read to find out about human experience and potential. We daily seek
stories both to escape from and to come to the best approximation yet of the sense
. The novel, of all art forms, has always thrived on
and nonsense of our lives.
trying to cope with the concrete, urgent complexity of life, creating the most dynamic
artifice of human relationship and ambience in the movement of language ....
Writing, to be writing, must be speakable. Phonetic writing in particular
is a secondary form of speech; its graphic forms represent elements of speech; it
gains its meaning from speech. We often say that we "speak" to the page, or the
writing "speaks" to us; or we feel, to one degree or another, that a piece of writing
has more uniqueness of voice than another piece of writing. Writing, because it is
held in sequence in print, possesses a unique past-present-future progression ....
[T]he author who achieves vivid, compelling immediacy and precision in writing for
the reader, seeks written counterparts for those capacities of speech that cannot be
directly realized on the printed page. Vivid imaginative seeing usually comes first and
produces a precision in speech and gesture which connects dynamically to writing ... .
Speech is a way to voice, speech is a part of voice, but voice in writing is more
than speech, drawing upon the peculiar powers created by the practical overlapping
of the two medias' capacities. Voice is a gesture and gestural counterparts, voice
is culture (including the personal background of the teller), voice contains the
powers of the unconscious and the conscious and the possibility of style. Voice is
also the movement of a telling/writing through time , the economy of which is to use
what it needs and to leave out what it does not need. Voice is the articulation of all
perceptions in verbal expression, written and oral (including the so-called non-verbal
which we want to get into writing too). Without voice and imaginative seeing, author
and reader have nothing to play with in the theater of the mind during composition or
during the act of reading or hearing the printed story ....
The author, as Plato said of communication, seeks to transfer through,
imaginative seeing, imagery, and story to another mind, mind of the reader. Imaginative
seeing is visualization, conceptualization, abstraction, but it is also, and begins with,
seeing in the mind right now as clearly and with as much impact as one sees in a
vivid dream. Imaginative seeing is inherently inventive. Because of seeing-in-the-mind
human beings are able to conceive and anticipate the spatial and temporal and other
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relationships that they need and desire so urgently to communicate to other human
beings. The author and the reader must do the seeing of the story. No one else can
do it for them . . . .
I will argue that there is no author without the reader, just as there is no
talk without a listener, simply because when we talk "alone" with ourselves, we
are listening, and when we write alone, we are reading, internally listening to, and
responding to and shaping what we write. Without the capacity for internalized
readers, the writer could not write. The listener-reader in the writer is space that
needs to be reclaimed in fiction, to give space for other reader-listeners who will pick
up the story to experience it. Writers need to look at this audience in themselves and
realize that the needs of readers, the disposition of readers to read, their education
and development, have powerful bearing on the future of verbal storytelling.

The audience focus of the writing class, organized and used consciously, cultivating
the relationship of perception and speech to writing, is the key that opens many doors
to helping students integrate solutions of most typical skills problems. When audience
focus is rigorously directed to peers as well as to the teacher, students can then deal
with skills problems by exp loring out loud the inter-relationships of reading, speaking,
oral tell ing, wr iting, and listening right there in the classroom . For instance, a key to
working with dialect-speaking students is not only to accept the voices that they bring
to the classroom as valid instruments of communication, but actually to call attention
to, encourage, and challenge their voices. "I aks Alvin do he play basketball" should
be as welcome in speech or on paper as any other English sentence, because the
welcome gives both teacher and student a viable language bas is to work with. We
need to accept the English of the students' dialects, on paper as well as in speech,
in a dynamic classroom context that will motivate the students to recognize language
alternatives and build upon the English of the language that they speak. This way they
will more effectively incorporate Standard Wr itten English into their native speech ...
How does a teacher give such voice permission in an enabling way for students?
Unfortunately, too many teachers of English and writing shut, lock, or block doors to
language acqu isition, rather than open them. The teacher gives voice permissions
by everything he or she does in the classroom in relation to the students-by use
of appropriate read ing selections, oral tell ing and oral reading, active coaching,
selection of student writing to be read aloud; by emphasizing effectiveness of oral
and written communication above any other factor; by everything that the teacher
does do direct students to their resources of voice, perception, native intelligence,
background and content. ...
We will find that a first and continual emphasis upon areas of content that
students and teachers ordinarily exclude from student writing-jobs, sex, strong
family experience (after childhood), "trivial" (but not so trivial) experiences such as
birthdays and other "ordinary" life experiences, and a wide range of other personal
and personally observed experiences-will give the broadest permission for urgent,
meaningful life-content to most students ....
Imaginative fictiona l treatment of biographical material enables many students
to deal insightfully with content and form in expository as we ll as narrative writing.
This involves coaching students to use fictional names, points of view, places, and
situations ....

John Schultz
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To sum up, censorship of voice , content , or attitude, not only should be avoided,
but strong commitment of voice and content should be sought. A consistently broad
interpretation (and encouragement) of freedom of speech, insofar as it applies to the
actual writing done in the class and for the class, a demanding and welcoming of a
broad range of voice, content , and perception.

Note: Excerpts were used from The Author Is Dead! Long Live the Author! by John
Schultz and the Teacher's Manual for Writing from Start to Finish: The "Story Workshop"
Basic Forms Rhetoric-Reader, John Schultz, 1983. Boyton/ Cook Publishers, Inc.,
Portsmouth, NH.
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A Faculty Tribute to John Schultz
"Th e story is wiser than we are."
-John Schu lt z

Genius. John Schultz might be described in many ways-forceful, reflective,
opinionated, passionate, idiosyncratic, iconoclastic, complex, visionary-but one
word epitomizes the man and what he created: Genius.
When I became the second (and regrettably last) Chair of the Fiction Writing
Department , I told colleagues that my goals were not to fill John's shoes-they were
much too large-but to help us build on the foundation that he had constructed. Over
the next eighteen years, we did just that, and the more we accomplished , the greater
was my admiration for John's genius in originating an approach enabling students at
every level of development to find their voice, sharpen their vision, tap their creative
capacities, and discover a sense of agency in the world.
Hair Trigger has been for four decades the most visible and celebrated
manifestation of the success of the Story Workshop ® approach. I doubt that any
other college publication has garnered so many awards for excellence, and John
was especial ly proud of judges' comments citing its writers' originality, diversity, and
professionalism. However, he was equally proud of the writers whose work did not
make it into the pages of Hair Trigger but who discovered the power of their own
voices in Story Workshop® classes and who went on to live creative, fulfilled lives .
When I think of the thousands of students who benefited from the approach
that John gifted to them, of the faculty who learned from him and brought their own
creativity to teaching in and beyond Columbia, and of the staff who worked so hard
to foster the communal effort that marked a great department, I am brought back to
that one word: Genius. Its origin refers to a tutelary spirit attendant on a person. John
was touched with that tutelary spirit. And we, in turn, were touched by his own.
-Randy Albers
I dedicated my first novel to my mother, my father, and my sister. And to John
Schultz.
Though he was a self-styled renaissance man who made his permanent mark in
many fields, he was, to me, first and foremost a brilliant author of literary fiction. When
it came down to it, story was his highest value. When John worked with a writer on a
fiction manuscript he invested himself entirely in the process. Seeing another writer's
work blossom gave him deep pleasure, and he took enormous pride in his celebrated
ability to inspire and guide authors through the narrative discovery process . But he
never wavered from his central position that , ultimately, the writers themselves were
entirely responsible for their stories. That unique level of respect for the artist was
what made him the greatest teacher I ever had.
-Don De Grazia
In 1993, I attended an open house to see what the Fiction Writing program
was about. Faculty and students spoke, and then John Schultz was introduced, and
I'm thinking, Who's this old guy? He was around sixty. At twenty-three, everyone over
fifty to me was old. Anyways, he read this story from Hair Trigger called, "How Far
Would You Go?" about a guy watching an infomercial about laundry detergent where
a housewife has to choose between her box of detergent, or saving her little boy's
life. The son's been tied to railroad tracks, and the first line of the story is something
along the lines of, "You'll never believe this, but I swear on my Bruce Springsteen
records it's all true." I was engaged, I laughed, all the while watching this sort of
impish glee about John.
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When he finished I knew I had found a home. I told myself if this kind of work
happens in the class, and a guy like this thinks it's funny (and acceptable), then I
want in. And I've been at Columbia ever since. And even though I've worked closely
with John on a number of projects, I will never forget that open house. And if you want
to find out what the housewife in the story chooses, you'll never believe it!
-Chris DeGuire
It's less a scene than a model telling:
He sits at the head of the semi-circle ringed by teachers in training, leg
crossed, eyebrow raised, sipping through a straw his Starbucks coffee. There's a long,
dreadful pause, the deep projection of his voice still echoing as he waits for some
half-formed response. "Well, what do you make of it?" he asks, part accusation,
part interrogation, yet full of intellectual curiosity to probe, discuss, articulate and
deepen the understanding of anything, from an image to a pedagogy.
He pushed writers to seek and teachers to inquire.
His challenges inspired confidence, his teaching inspired thousands, his way of
life was one of a kind. He taught story by writing, by reading, by living, Start to Finish.
-Robert Duffer
Story Workshop®, John's teaching approach, which emphasizes subject
permission ("Go to whatever is most strongly taking your attention for whatever
reason"), clear seeing-in-the-mind and getting that seeing on the page, recognizing the
connection between one's oral storytelling voice and one's narrative voice, and giving
yourself permission to trust that voice on the page; these comprise the foundation
of my writing life-from fledging teenage undergraduate, to twenty-something parttime college teacher, to thirty-something newspaper reporter, and back to teaching
again as a professor for the last twenty-four years who's now in his sixties . John was
the first person to publish my work, the first person to give me a teaching job. He
saw something in me early on that I didn't see in myself. After my father, he's had
the most positive influence on my life of any man I've ever known. Which does not
make me unique. There's any number of people who could say that, for his positive
touch-either directly to those he taught in the classroom, or through those he taught
to teach-touched many lives. Just grab a Hair Trigger, any Hair Trigger you want, and
give it a read. You'll see what I mean.
-Eric May
August 1995. I was at a writers' conference in Montana. One evening, I got
a message to call John Schultz. We didn't have phones in our pockets back then. I
used a pay phone with a view of the mountains. John answered: "Patty?!" If you knew
John, you knew what your name sounded like in his voice: low, loud, and as if like you
were being introduced to a massive audience. "Patty, we'd like you to join us on the
full-time faculty of the Fiction Writing Department." I screamed, I admit, I screamed.
"Thank you, John, thank you! Thank you!"
I did not know then that John was about to (well, not retire, exactly, because
John hated it when you called him retired) step aside a little. What I did know was
that John taught me how to write, he taught me how to teach. Not just John, but if I
wasn't learning directly from John , I was learning from someone else who had learned
from John.
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I stood trembling and happy-crying in that phone booth with a view. I got there,
I knew, to that very spot, because of John.
Thank you, John, thank you. Thank you.
-Patricia Ann McNair
John Schultz was an iconoclast, a brilliant teacher and pedagogical thinker,
and more than that , a humanist who believed in the intrinsic value of people and
their stories . I learned from him about the possibility of process-pedagogy and
the idea that writing could be taught to anyone, regardless of their background. In
this way, John made good on the concepts of a democratic classroom espoused
by thinkers like Paulo Freire and bell hooks, one that was free from the traditional
banking system of teacher and student. As dynamic as his experiments with the
teaching of writing were, the simple notion that by engaging deeply in the pursuit of
story, both teacher and student could liberate themselves from the confines of the
academy, could improvise and create something together, could give each other the
opportunity to learn together, has been the basis of everything I've tried to ever do
as an instructor. His formidable body of writing in both fiction and nonfiction attests
to those very principles-that stories can change us .
-Joe Meno
We have John Schultz, and Betty Shiflett, to thank for establishing Hair Trigger
as a student anthology that welcomes all voices, backgrounds, and subject matter.
From humorous pieces and essays to very intimately told and sometimes painful
personal stories, Hair Trigger encompasses a wide range of the human experience
and is worthy of all the accolades and awards it has won over its many years in many
categories: satire, parodies, scenes from plays, experimental pieces, traditional
short stories, nonfiction, using all kinds of language, even dialects. Hair Trigger got
its initial impetus from the same democratic generosity of spirit that informed the
Story Workshop® methodology, the same granting to the writer the respect and space
to tell their story from their viewpoint.
-Linda Naslund
I first met John Schultz in 1996 at a welcome event for new graduate students
at the college. I didn't know who he was at the time, but I was fascinated to watch
from the corner of my eye as this older man with incredible eyebrows moved down
the buffet line with workmanlike efficiency, loading his paper plate to critical mass.
I lost a private bet with myself, as the plate withstood his ambition and did not
fold, and then this older man with the eyebrows and a heaping plate wound his way
across the room toward the table where I sat, as though my interest in his appetite
drew him through the space. He sat himself and his awesome plate between me and
another new graduate student, introduced himself as John Schultz, asked if we had
enough to eat, and then proceeded to bolt the food on his plate as easily and as
quickly as he might snap his fingers . In moments, the mound had been reduced to
chicken bones . And then John wished us a good time and good luck with our writing,
excused himself, and made his way back to the buffet for another round before
intimidating another table with another couple of graduate students.
"That guy can eat," I said respectfully to my fellow witness, who could only
shake his head and agree. It's a quality I trust.
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In the following years, I had the good fortune to be able to study and then work
with John in a number of different capacities, all of which enriched me immeasurably.
And whether we were discussing workshops or books, my own writing or the teaching
of children, what consistent ly impressed me about the man was his appetite . Not just
for food, but his appetite for peop le-who they were, where they were from, how they
got here, what help they may need, the way they problem-solved; and what they could
do-their stories, their imaginations, their creativity, their ambitions. John's appetite
for people was really his incredible curiosity, and it is that appetite that I first think of
when I think of John Schultz and what I learned from him.
-Devon Polderman
I had the honor of serving as managing editor of F Magazine. John created then
from 1968 to 2012, devoted to supporting writers in the travail of novel
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successful writers including Irvine Welsh who called the journal "F-ing great!" John
was the encouraging ear for thousands of writers. The effect of his support lives on
in their printed words.
- Tom Popp
It is impossible to distinguish the genius of Hair Trigger from the iconoclast
responsible for its inception. John Schultz-the artist, the innovator, the mentorhas shaped the lives of many, and has left his imprint on literally thousands of
writers during his lifetime, mine included. He was my guide. More than that, he
was my inspiration. As his former student, I can think of no experience comparable
to the profound impact of sitting in John's classroom. Little did I know how life
would change for me when I registered for his Advanced Fiction Writing course that
fal l semester in 1992. Under John's direction, I developed my voice as a writer
and my emerging sense of personhood . John's teaching philosophy made room for
stories that reflected my life experiences and the world as I know it. It welcomed
the vernacular of my narrative; it invited my history into the literary conversation in
ways I had never experienced in academia. He challenged me to be as good as the
potential he saw. As a master teacher, John was my template from which I fashioned
my own approach to teaching; as a champion for educating the disenfranchised, John
was my example and motivation to use the tools I'd acquired to serve in arts-based
civic work. His great legacy is one that demands we continue to lay the footprints of
leadership in arts and education that he'd begun, and for the generations to come
to follow.
-Alexis Pride
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John taught us to create art. Write outside boundaries, he'd say. Take risks . Edit.
Read. Teach. Make it all your art. He encouraged this despite a chorus of doubters.
the great throng of college departments entrenched and beholden to pedagogies that
often marginalized the voices of people of color, women, first-generation Americans.
But this Story Workshop® approach, oh he ll yeah, it included. It celebrated. It
magnified the voices of those who had been overlooked, those taught to not expect
much, those who dared to tramp where we weren't. historically, supposed to tread.
I edited Hair Trigger for twelve years and John let me do my editorial thing. He
trusted my instincts even when I did not. When he thought I'd made a mistake he
would ask me a question, gently, you see. because in matters of art, well. . .. And I'd
get the gist. Eventually.
The last semester John taught his Teacher-Training Class. he brought Betty
Shiflett along. Betty's health was failing but he brought her to class because that
classroom was their church. He taught, stoically, even though he too was ill (he would
never admit it, wouldn't bow to illness). I suppose he wanted to outsmart death, live
forever.
The thing of it is: through his own writing and the writing of those he taught,
that is exactly what he did.
-Christine Rice
I first met John Schultz in 1988, when he and Betty Shiflett interviewed me
for the administrative assistant position in the Columbia College Fiction Department.
The interview was lengthy, interesting, and convinced me this was a place I would
like to work, especially when I learned I would be helping to produce Hair Trigger.
In the next few days, John arranged for me to talk with other Fiction Writing faculty,
including Randy Albers, Andy Allegretti, Gary Johnson, and Shawn Shiflett. In the end,
the interview and get-acquainted process led to my hiring and a long and satisfying
relationship with the department and its mission.
In my twenty-three years in the Fiction Department I came to value John's
great strengths as a writer. teacher. and department administrator. The growth
and development I saw in his graduate and undergraduate students made clear
his abilities as a teacher. As an administrator, John's democratic leadership of the
department enhanced and enabled the abilities of his faculty and staff. His work with
the rest of the faculty impressed me with his remarkable ability to inspire and guide
his colleagues and peers. Last and not least, I will always treasure my memories of
our exchanges in the course of our day-to-day interactions. and the pleasure and
good humor of John's friendship.
-Deborah Roberts
Here are just a few of the many things that John Schultz taught me about
writing:
• That I should always be honest with readers, even if that means something as
simple as never censoring a character's language .
• That if I succeed in getting my unique "voice" down on the page, others will
strongly identify with my story.
• That contrasts-whether within images, characters. or even just between
objects in a place-are almost always inherently dramatic.
• That cliche writing rules such as "show don't tell" are often wrong.
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• That there is the moment of story and the movement of story, and the two must
always be interacting with each other in order for the story to dramatically breathe .
• That when people from different cultures are suddenly thrust together-in the
military, a workplace, a school or some other setting-story always happens.
• That I should trust whatever is taking my attention the most in a story and see
where my curiosity leads.
• That when everything is said and done, the story is often wiser than the author
who wrote it.
-Shawn Shiflett
It's no wonder that the Story Workshop® method found a home at Columbia
College in 1965.
John Schultz's innovative process based approach to the teaching of writing
in revolt to how writing was taught in academia. Alexandroff's Columbia
developed
was
as an alternative to conventional academic institutions.
established
was
College
Columbia College admitted students unreservedly-s o does the Story Workshop®
approach. It's very fitting that John drafted the college's original mission statement.
Rebellion is the response to injustice, yes, but it is also a counter to conformity,
mediocrity, elitism, stupidity, and a lack of critical thinking and empathy. Academia
is not immune to these shortcomings. For students, Columbia College was not only
different, it was not afraid to be different. It strove to be different. The program that
John developed, with Betty Shiflett's invaluable contributions, taught me, like it
did for others, by accepting and meeting me where I was, and by challenging me,
encouraging me, and teaching me how to think critically and solve problems. All that
I was capable of was expected of me (even when I didn't realize I was capable). John
Schultz and Betty Shiflett gave so much to so many. I am profoundly grateful for all
of their gifts.
-Elizabeth Yokas
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_ _ _ _ _ _ _ Contributors--------

Freddy-May AbiSamra earned her BA in Comedy Writing and Performance from
Columbia College Chicago. She was born and raised in New Orleans but has found a
second home in the second city. Though Hair Trigger is her first publication, you can
see her telling stories on stage, working with small children, and generally emoting
openly and indiscriminately all around Chicago.
Jamiece Adams is a second-year graduate student at Columbia College Chicago. She
has been featured in Western Voices where she won first place in the Leland Essay
Contest for her nonfiction piece "Am I All Right or Am I All Wrong." She was also lucky
enough to present this piece at WIU at their conference Dealing with Differences.
Lauren Antonelli is living in Chicago, Illinois, and working toward her BFA in Creative
Nonfiction at Columbia College Chicago. She primarily writes personal essays and
occasionally dabbles in short stories and poems.
Arely Anaya is an undergraduate studying Creative Writing at Columbia College
Chicago. Her latest publication is "How to Stop Playing with Dolls" in Hair Trigger 39.
She divides her time living in Illinois and Minnesota. When she isn't writing, she's
working at a pig farm.
John Battle is a writer of melancholia. Drinker of alcohol. Sort of like Hemingway
without the forehead scar and better friends. Lives near Champaign, Illinois and this
is the first thing he's published.
Janey Bell is a writer, playwright, and Washington State native. She placed third in
the Writers of the Future contest for the first quarter of 2017 and her first play "Bobby
Pin Girls" opened fall, 2017. She has a BFA in Fiction Writing from Columbia College
Chicago and is a Company Ensemble Member with Nothing Without a Company, a
site-specific theatre company in Chicago. She has two cats, Duey and Lina.
Arnie Bernstein (Fiction MA, 1993) delves into the forgotten corners of history as a
nonfiction author. His most recent book, looking at an American Nazi movement of the
late 1930s, is Swastika Nation: Fritz Kuhn and the Rise and Fall of the German-American
Bund (St. Martin's Press/Picador). Arnie is currently working on a new work exploring
the decades-long battle of cat and mouse between two cultural icons of the twentieth
century.
Davis R. Blackwell is a Chicago-born writer and a BFA graduate from Columbia
College Chicago. This is his second publication in Hair Trigger.
Tyrell Collins earned his MFA in Fiction at Columbia College Chicago. His publications
include Punctuate, The Lab Review, Don't Talk to Me About Love Magazine, The New
Engagement Journal, and Unlost Journal.
C. 5. E. Cooney is an audiobook narrator, the singer/songwriter Brimstone Rhine,
and author of World Fantasy Award-winning Bone Swans: Stories (Mythic Delirium,
2015). Her short fiction and poetry can be found at Lightspeed, Strange Horizons,
Apex, Uncanny, Lakeside Circus, and elsewhere.
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Alexandra Dumas is a student at Columbia Col lege Chicago in pursuit of a BFA in
Creative Writing, with a focus in Fiction. She has published "Black Apples" in The Lab
Review. She has a son, and is a stunt inline skater.

A life-long Chicagoan, Dennis Foley is the author of The Streets and San Man's Guide
to Chicago Eats, The Drunkard's Son, and The Blue Circus-a novel set for release in
late-2018. Dennis is also an assistant publisher with local publishing house Side
Street Press. When he's not writing or publishing, Dennis runs a lacrosse program for
Southside kids and uses his legal skills to keep his friends out of jail.
Matt Hawkins graduated from Columbia College Chicago Fall 2017, with a BA in
Fiction Writing. He spends the majority of his time consuming bagels and watching
questionable documentaries with his roommate, Kala Wahl. This is his first
publication; buckle up.
Maddy lpema, a sophomore Creative Writing major at Columbia College Chicago, is
a Chicago resident and deeply committed to the fictional art. Her passions include
exploring the architecture, sounds, arts, and sights of Chicago, provid ing love and
comfort to her pet Chihuahua, Maya, and hanging with her friends and family.
Herbert L. Jackson (1948-2017) published short sto ries and fictional articles for
Chicago Works: a New Collection of Chicago Authors' Best Stories, and for Urban
Ministries Inco rporated, the largest African American Christian publishing company
in the world . Herb's life experiences and desire to educate inspired him to write Our
Blues Song. His novel documents the turbu lent times of the Civil Rights struggle
and Black militant movement, and the effects of war on returning soldiers who had
fought on foreign soil. Herb received an MFA from Columbia College Chicago and
an MTS from Garrett Theological Seminary. He was a devoted husband, father, and
grandfather; a soldier of valor (U .S. Marine Corp}, an Ordained Minister, and a man
after God's own heart.
Kenny Kelly received his MFA from Columbia Col lege Chicago, and his stories have
appeared in Joy/and, Berkeley Fiction Review, Toad Suck Review, and elsewhere .
Originally from Chico , California, Kenny lives in Chicago.
Vincent Kunkemueller was born and raised in St. Louis, Missouri. Once reaching
the age of eighteen, he fled to Chicago and basked in the glory of the nineties. He
now lives in New York City with his supportive wife, Vicky, and his lovely daughter,
Evelina. He would like to thank John Schultz, Andy Allegretti, Eric May, and all of the
faculty and staff from 1990 to 1998. And nothing would have been possible without
his mother, Sharon .
Berlin J. Mair grew up in the Salt Lake Valley and earned her BA in Creative Writing
from Columbia College Chicago in the fall of 2016. She has since ridden 12,000 miles
across 35 states and ended up in South Carolina, where she 's decided to stay. "Down
by the Highway," is her first published work.
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Claire Martin is a recent graduate of Columbia College Chicago's Fiction Program, and
her prose has been published twice by the Ill inois Association of Teachers of English.
Additionally, she was an editor for Hair Trigger 39 and Hair Trigger 40. Post-grad life
has brought her back to the woods somewhere, and it's really not as bad as it sounds .
Eric Charles May is an associate professor in the Fiction program at Columbia
College Chicago . He's the author of the novel Bedrock Faith, which was named a
Notable African-America n Title by Publishers Weekly, and a Top Ten Debut Novel
for 2014 by Booklist Magazine. A 2015 recipient of the Chicago Public Library
Foundation's 21st Century Award, May is a former reporter for The Washington Post.
Patricia Ann McNair 's most recent book is an essay collection called And These
Are the Good Times: A Chicago gal riffs on death, sex, life, dancing, writing, wonder,
loneliness, place, family, faith, coffee and the FBI (among other things.) Her short
story collection , The Temple of Air, was awarded Book of the Year by Chicago Writers
Association and Southern Illinois University's Devil's Kitchen Reading Award. She
is the director of undergraduate programs in Creative Writing at Columbia College
Chicago.
William Meiners (MFA '96) is now a freelance writer and teacher in the middle of
Michigan with a wife , a few kids, and a dog. He's the editor-in-chief of Sport Literate,
the literary journal that began in Ed Eusebio's "Small Press Publishing" class in 1995.
This story came straight out of an opposite exercise in Columbia's Story Workshop® .
Joe Meno is a fiction writer who lives in
Algren Award, a Pushcart Prize, the Great
the Story Prize. The bestselling author of
Damned and The Boy Detective Fails, he is
His latest novel is Marvel and a Wonder.

Chicago. He is the winner of the Nelson
Lakes Book Award, and was a finalist for
seven novels including Hairstyles of the
a professor at Columbia College Chicago.

Anna Moritz is an undergraduate student at Columbia College Chicago working
toward a degree in Fiction Writing with a minor in Environmental Studies. In the past
she worked as an associate editor for Columbia's Pub lish ing Lab and was a co-editor
for The Lab Review.
Sarah Mui roe lives in Chicago. She tutors in creative writing and worked as an editor
for this literary journal.
David Olszowy is a senior in Columbia College Chicago's Creative Writing Program
and has been previously published in The Lab Review. Although most of his time
is spent in retai l drudgery, he 's prone to flights of fancy and can often be found
daydreaming in the produce section.
Phyllis S. Porche received her Bachelors in English from Northwestern University, an
MFA in Creative Writing from Columbia College Chicago, and an M.Ed from Concordia
University Portland. She writes fiction and nonfiction and is a professional storyteller.
Currently, she is working on a collection of short stories.
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Daniel Ramos lives on the northwest side of Chicago. He is a storyteller. This is his
first published story.
Maria Schrater is a senior at Columbia College Chicago, majoring in Fiction. Her
work can be found in three issues of The Lab Review. She lives in Chicago with two
roommates and two cats, Stormy and Tempest.
John Schultz (1932 - 2017) was an author and fiction professor and the creator of
the Story Workshop ® method. He introduced and practiced the method at Columbia
College Chicago for more than five decades . He encouraged and taught aspiring
writers and trained teachers on the techniques of the method. John maintained
the belief that the Story Workshop ® method "focuses on helping you hear your own
individual voice and provides a supportive, interactive, and challenging environment
for developing your reading , writing , listening, speaking, critical thinking, and
imaginative problem-solving capacities."
Lawrence Silveira is a writer originally from a California town called "Lard" who now
lives in a city named after a smelly onion. Some of his other work has been featured
in The Lab Review and Habitat Magazine. When he's not writing about annoying
rain clouds, you can catch him complaining about the Chicago weather, talking about
goats, or writing other absurd stories.
Kala Wahl is a southern-fried sweetheart from Tennessee, now majoring in Fi ction
Writing at Columbia College Chicago. When Matt Hawkins, her roommate, isn't
pestering her to watch a documentary, she's boiling eggs in their kitchen. This is her
first, but definitely not last, publication; buckle up
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